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PREFACE 
My own interest in the great pre-exilic prophets of the Old Testament 
arose whilst I was undertaking research into the history and theology 
associated with the temple of Jerusalem. At that time I had no 
intention of developing this further into a special study of chapters 
1-39 of the book of Isaiah, even though this might have seemed 
appropriate. However, when I was asked to take over responsibility 
for the editorial planning of the Old Testament volumes in the New 
Century Bible series I quickly found myself without a contributor for 
the book of Isaiah. Professor H. H. Rowley had intended that, like the 
original contribution by 0. C. Whitehouse to the Century Bible, the 
entire commentary should be produced by a single scholar. Since that 
earlier two-volume work was published, however, a good many 
writers have felt it more appropriate to divide the book into the two 
sections comprising chapters r -39 and 40-66. Professor R. N. 
Whybray of the University of Hull kindly agreed to write the 
commentary on the later chapters, and with his characteristic industry 
was able to publish his work in 1975. My interest in the earlier 
chapters led me to undertake to write the commentary upon them, but 
unfortunately other pressures have held up their completion until 
now. I hope that the delay has not occasioned too great a disparity 
between the two volumes, which are certainly intended to be seen as 
interrelated. 

For me, however, the delay has not been entirely without its 
advantages, and I hope that this may prove to be true for the reader 
also. The great and masterly work by H. Wildberger in the Biblische 
Kommentar series has continued to appear, and I have had access to 
the published sections as far as chapter 32 of the book. So too I have 
greatly profited by having available the work of Hermann Barth on the 
Josianic Redaction of Isaiah's prophecies through his kindness in 
making available to me a copy of his original Hamburg Dissertation of 
1974. Its subsequent publication has made it possible to refer to the 
more widely available edition of his research. My own indebtedness 
to these two works in particular will be evident in the following 
pages, as well as to all those other works on Isaiah 1-39 which I have 
been able to consult. I am certainly very conscious that I have done no 
more than direct the attention of students of Isaiah to some of the 
major studies that are available. 

In the past two decades the study of these chapters of the book of 
Isaiah has been heavily influenced by a particular theory concerning 
the supposed influence upon the prophet of the 'Zion Tradition' of 
Jerusalem. This is especially associated with the work of G. von Rad. I 
began with a belief in the existence of such a tradition, and with the 
conviction that many of the complex tensions in the book could be 
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understood in the light of it. I came, however, decisively to reject 
such a view, and my reasons and counter-proposals are set out in the 
study Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem, which I hope to be 
able to publish separately. That study may certainly serve to clarify 
some of the positions adopted in the present commentary and to set 
them in a wider perspective. 

It remains for me finally to thank the Publishers for their patience 
with my delays, and the many friends who have assisted me for their 
support. In particular I wish to express my indebtedness to Professor 
J. A. Emerton for his encouragement, and especially for his help in 
making available much of the extensive literature which is important 
for the modern study of Isaiah. I am also very much indebted to my 
colleague Dr G. I. Davies who has kindly given of his time to read 
through the typescript for me. For the rest I am more conscious than 
ever that the writing of commentaries is an art full of compromises. 
To be too long is to be unhelpful to the novice, yet to be too short is to 
disappoint the expert scholar. I may well have fallen down some
where between the two extremes, but I have tried to blend a modest 
survey of the work of others with some researches and conclusions of 
my own. 

R. E. Clements 
May 1979 
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A. THE STRUCTURE AND COMPOSITION OF ISAIAH 1-39 

I. The Present Divi'sions of the Book 

In his commentary of 1775 J.C. Doederlein argued that chs. 4o-66 of 
the book of Isaiah were to be distinguished from chs. 1-39 and 
ascribed to a prophet of a later time. Since that time this view, which 
in fact had been anticipated earlier, has come to be the prevalent 
consensus of scholarship. See the Commentary on chs. 4o--66 by R. N. 
Whybray (New Century Bible, 1975, pp. 2off.). There is justification, 
therefore, for considering chs. 1-39 separately from the later chapters 
and recognising them as a section of the book which has a distinctive 
origin and character of its own. They are not, however, completely 
independent of chs. 40--66, so that questions of the nature of the 
connection, and of the many important links which exist between the 
two major parts of the book must be considered separately. Whether 
the two major parts ever existed as totally independent collections 
remains questionable, and is, in any case, not an issue which can be 
easily determined. Nonetheless there are certainly major reasons for 
recognising the separateness of chs. 1-39 and for noting that a major 
division occurs at this point. All that is now contained in chapters 
4off. certainly dates from the sixth century sc and later. 

Within chs. 1-39, however, there are also clear signs of a structure 
which can be quite readily seen, and which is important for the study 
of the book. This appears as follows: 

(I) Chapter I: An introduction to the preaching oflsaiah 
(2) Chapters 2-12: Prophecies of Isaiah concerning Judah and 

Jerusalem 
(3) Chapters 13-23: Prophecies concerning foreign nations and 

cities 
(4) Chapters 24-27: The 'Apocalypse' oflsaiah 
(5) Chapters 28-33: Further prophecies concerning Judah and 

Jerusalem 
(6) Chapters 34-35: The 'Little Apocalypse' oflsaiah 
(7) Chapters 36-39: Narratives concerning Isaiah, Hezekiah and 

Jerusalem 
It quickly becomes clear that the organization of the material of the 

prophecies into separate sections in this way is the consequence of 
editorial work that took place relatively late in the history of the book. 
In part it represents a planned and imposed grouping of prophecies 
according to the subject matter and in part a reflection of the way in 
which the separate prophecies had been collected together and formed 
into longer sections. Ch. 1, for example, which is for the most part 
built up from authentic prophecies of Isaiah, has nonetheless been 
used as a kind of summary of the prophet's preaching and a guide to 
the way in which the book as a whole is to be read. The narratives of 
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chs. 36-39 have, apart from some small changes and one major 
addition, been taken over from the parallel account which is now to be 
found in 2 Kg. 18 : 17-20: 19. This section has certainly been in
corporated into the book of Isaiah at a very late stage, evidently to 
provide a more comprehensive collection of material relating to 
Isaiah, even though actual prophecies ascribed to him take only a 
minor place in the narratives. In two of the present sections of the 
book nothing at all of the actual words of the prophet Isaiah has been 
preserved. These are the 'Apocalypse' of chs. 24-27 and the 'Little 
Apocalypse' of chs. 34-35. Nevertheless, in spite of the late origin of 
the contents of these sections (probably from the fifth century BC), 
there is no doubt that their 'message' was felt to have a direct bearing 
on the earlier prophecies of Isaiah, and, for this reason to belong to 
the proper interpretation of these. There is no question, therefore, of 
their being regarded as 'spurious', or in some other way irrelevant, or 
unrelated, to the central structure of the book. This has not grown up 
out of a desire to preserve the words of Isaiah the prophet alone, 
unaffected by other sayings or teaching, but rather to preserve the 
message of Isaiah, and to interpret it in the light of the subsequent 
history of Israel, Judah and Jerusalem. Nowhere is this more evident 
than in the third of the major sections of the book, that of chs. 13-23 
containing prophecies against foreign nations. Here, as for example 
in the prophecies concerning Babylon (chs. 13-14), a long period of 
historical dealings between Judah and Babylon is reflected in the 
prophecies, most of which cannot have come from Isaiah in the eighth 
century. In fact only some of the contents of these chapters derive 
from Isaiah. Similarly, in the section comprised of chs. 28-33, none of 
the contents of chs. 32-33 can have come directly from Isaiah, and 
even those of chs. 28-31 have undergone some addition. Yet here too 
the intention of interpreting and supplementing the authentic 
prophecies of Isaiah in the light of subsequent events becomes readily 
apparent. This means therefore that the primary collection of Isaiah's 
prophecies is to be found in chs. 2-12, with an important supple
mentary collection, almost all of which relate to the years 705-701 BC, 

in chs. 28-31(33). 

II. Traces of Earlier Collections 

On closer examination it can be seen that there are clear signs of 
earlier collections having existed in the history of the collection and 
transmission oflsaiah's prophecies. In part this reveals itself through 
the ordering and structure of various sections within the larger collec
tions, and in part through the treatment of certain themes in a 
comprehensive way. All in all, therefore, we are presented with the 
undoubted fact that the present book of Isaiah has acquired its extant 
shape as a result of a very extended process of transmission-history, 
the course of which we can only hope to reconstruct in bare outline by 
looking at the various sections of the book as we come to them. 
However, it must be noted that the process of recording and preserv-
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ing prophecies, and even of interpreting them in relation to particular 
historical events, began in Isaiah's own lifetime. There is no reason 
whatsoever, therefore, for supposing that a long period of oral trans
mission occurred during which original words of the prophet became 
so buried within their repeated interpretation by disciples as to render 
them irrecoverable. On the contrary, we may rest assured that the very 
foundation of the book of Isaiah began in the prophet's own lifetime 
with the composition of a memoir (German Denkschr1ft) recorded by 
him of prophecies uttered during the period of the Syro-Ephraimite 
crisis (735-733 BC). This memoir was almost certainly composed after 
the resolution of that crisis with the arrival of the Assyrians in Damas
cus and Samaria in 733 BC, and is now to be found preserved in 6: 1-
8 : 18*. It has undoubtedly undergone subsequent expansion. 
Furthermore, 30: 8 reports a command to Isaiah to record a further 
prophecy in 'a book'. This may have been only a short inscription, 
containing a cryptic message, or it may relate to a larger collection of 
Isaiah's prophecies. If so, this must point to a collection, made by the 
prophet himself, of his preaching during the years of Judah's revolt 
against Sennacherib in 705-701. There are very strong reasons, there
fore, for accepting that a significant body of written prophecies from 
Isaiah came into being during the prophet's own lifetime. That these 
were edited and collected together with other prophecies before the 
prophet's death is then a reasonable assumption. 

It had frequently been concluded that Isaiah established a band of 
'disciples' who would have been responsible for the preservation and 
transmission of his prophecies. However, we hear nothing whatever 
about the existence and work of these 'disciples' in the book, and the 
oft-repeated interpretation of 8: 16 as a reference to them must be set 
aside. The allusion here is quite clearly to the two witnesses, Uriah 
and Zechariah, referred to in 8: 2, who are those who were instructed 
by the prophet as to the meaning of the mysterious sign-name in
scribed on the tablet in 8 : I. There is no reason for thinking of a large 
and organised body of disciples of Isaiah, therefore, who may be 
assumed to have remained in being after his death in order to preserve 
his prophecies. It is pointless and gratuitous to reconstruct the 
existence of such a hypothetical body of 'disciples', continuing after 
the prophet himself had died. However, it is clear that the prophet did 
not stand entirely alone, and that his preaching and prophesying 
aroused an important band of hearers and followers. After his death a 
collection of his prophecies was established in writing for others to 
reflect upon and interpret in the light of events. Where this took 
place, and by whom, can only be a matter of conjecture, but it is 
certain that this activity of preserving and developing written 
prophecies to form larger collections proceeded during the period 
after the prophet himself had ceased to be the controlling influence 
upon them. It is virtually impossible for us now, therefore, to 
determine how the written collection of a particular group of 
prophecies looked at a given period of time. Perhaps in recent years 
the tendency has been for scholars to allow too little of this develop-
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ment to have occurred during the prophet's lifetime, and for most of it 
to be ascribed to a much later time. 

Certainly in the book of Isaiah we can discern the compilation of 
groups of prophecies, and this process of collection most probably 
began with the prophet himself. Hence we can see now that Isaiah's 
memoir has been set in the centre of a larger collection which extends 
from 5 : I to 14 : 27*. This large and very central collection cannot, on 
the evidence of the material within it, have been given its present 
shape before Josiah's time, yet it nevenheless contains an over
whelmingly large preponderance of authentic prophecies. A similar 
collection of prophecies, all of them threatening to Judah and 
Jerusalem, can be found in 2: 6-4: r, and a funher important collec
tion has already been noted as having been set in 28-3 r *. The shaping 
of the book of Isaiah into its present form of sixty-six chapters can 
therefore be seen as the end-result of a long history of collection, 
redaction and interpretation. It is in effect as though a series of 
prophecies, together with a commentary upon them, have been 
blended into a very elaborate whole. It is unlikely that we shall ever 
be able with complete confidence to reconstruct the entire process. 
Nevertheless it is not difficult to uneanh the major phases of this 
remarkable literary history. 

III. The Redaction inJosiah's Reign 

One of the most constructive features in the scholarly study and inter
pretation of the book of Isaiah in recent years has been the discovery 
that a major stage in the redactional history of the book took place 
during Josiah's reign (640-009 BC). This has been set out with great 
clarity and persuasiveness by Hermann Banh in his study Die Jesaja
Worte in der Josiazeit (WMANT 48), Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1977. A 
related view, that there was a significant editorial redaction made of 
Isaiah's prophecies during Josiah's reign is also to be found in the 
work by J. Vermeylen, Du prophete Isaie a l'apocalyptique (Etudes 
bibliques), 2 vols., Paris, 1977. I have found Vermeylen's reconstruc
tions of the literary structure very much less convincing than those of 
Hermann Barth, and have consequently been unable to make more 
than a very limited use of them in the present commentary. The case 
advocated by Barth, however, is so strong as to be largely convincing, 
and I have considered most of his arguments carefully, without always 
agreeing with them. Barth has termed this redaction in the reign of 
Josiah the Assur-Redaktion (AR), since its primary concern was to 
show that Yahweh, the God of Israel, would shonly ovenhrow the 
Assyrians by a mighty demonstration of his power. Since I have not 
always agreed with Barth on all the passages concerned, it has 
appeared to me fairer to describe this redaction as the Josianic Redac
tion of the book, in order not to prejudge the ascription of the 
material which Barth designates as originating from AR. The main 
structure of this Josianic Redaction is to be found in chs. 2-32, and 
Barth sets out a full reconstruction of this (op. cit., pp. 3n-36). 
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The clear delineation of this redactional stage as belonging to the 
reign of Josiah is provided by two factors. The first is the obvious fact 
that Assyria had not yet fallen as a world-power, which means that this 
expectation belongs before the fall of Nineveh in 612 BC. On the other 
side the hope of the downfall of Assyria is sufficiently strong as to 
appear imminent, and the sense that the grip of Assyria upon Judah is 
now almost non-existent, so that the century of vassaldom which 
began in the reign of A}:iaz was almost over, is much in evidence. 
Judah no longer has anything to fear from Assyria (cf. 10:24-27; 
30 :27-33). This situation did not arise until the early years of Josiah's 
reign. 

On two major points I have ventured to disagree with Barth's con
clusions regarding this redaction. The first concerns the question of 
the authenticity of the very important prophecy of 9: 2-7 (Heb. 8 : 23b-
9: 6), which he ascribes to AR, but which I have claimed as authentic 
to Isaiah. Furthermore it appears to me most probable that the 
Josianic Redaction originally commenced with 5: Iff., and that the 
prefacing of the threats to Judah and Jerusalem (2 : 6-4 : 1) to this took 
place later, in the wake of the disasters of 598 and 587 BC. There are 
also some other passages where I have sought a rather different in
terpretation from his. Overall, therefore, I have found the hand of this 
Josianic Redaction in the following passages: 7 :20-25; 8 :9-10; 
10:16-19,20-23,24-27,33-34;14:24-27;17:12-14;28:23-29;29:5-
8; 30 :27-33; 31: 5, 8-9; 32: 1-5, 15-20. 

More particularly I have endeavoured to show in my forthcoming 
study Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem that the original forma
tion of the narrative of Jerusalem's deliverance from Sennacherib in 
701 (chs. 36-37) emanated from the same basic circle to which we 
must ascribe this Josianic Redaction. In fact a major feature in the 
theological structure of this narrative is the development of the con
viction that what took place in 701 was the first step in the overthrow 
by God of the power of Assyria (see below pp. 18f.). Not all of this 
Josianic Redaction can be ascribed to a single hand, but there is a 
marked similarity of method, which is basically that of building up a 
midrashic type of exegesis upon the basis of authentic words and 
images used by Isaiah. The two basic 'sources' of this imagery are to 
be found in the prophecies of exaltation of Israel under a Davidic ruler 
(9: 2-7) and the overthrow of Assyria (10: 5-15*). 

IV. Subsequent Redactional History 

From the time of the Josianic Redaction of Isaiah's prophecies it is 
possible to recognise that something resembling a 'book' of Isaiah's 
preaching had come into being. It is also evident that a great many 
further additions have been made subsequent to that time. An attempt 
to trace the major features of this development is to be found in H. 
Barth, pp. 285ff., and also in the work of J. Vermeylen. In the case of 
some recent interpretations of the book of Isaiah the view has been 
widely canvassed that this process of addition and further expansion 
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was quite prolific and extended down into the period of the second 
century BC, reflecting the further tensions of the Seleucid oppres
sions. Such a view is most notable in the commentary by 0. Kaiser on 
Isaiah 13-39 (ET by R. A. Wilson, London, 1974), who finds the vast 
bulk of the contents of those chapters to derive from the post-exilic 
era, most of them from the Hellenistic period. Such is not the view 
advocated here, and it is necessarily to be admitted that in many cases 
decisive criteria by which to establish a certain date for several of 
the prophecies simply do not exist. A broad probability only can be 
sought, and a general picture arrived at. 

In the present commentary it has seemed to me very unlikely that 
any of the prophetic units preserved in the book, save for a few 
isolated sayings, derive from as late as the Hellenistic era. In general 
it appears that two main phases of further addition and redaction can 
be discerned, after that set in Josiah's reign. The first of these 
occurred after 587 BC, when Jerusalem was captured by the 
Babylonians and much of the city, including the temple, destroyed. 
Not only does it appear that the threats uttered by Isaiah against the 
city and its rulers in 2: 6-4: I were felt to have found a new meaning at 
this time, but other threats also were related to what had happened in 
that tragic year. We may compare Jer. 26: 18f. for a similar awareness 
of a new vitality given to the prophetic word of Micah in the eighth 
century (Mic. 3 : 12) at this time. The additions to Isaiah made after 
587 would appear to be post eventum additions interpreting the fall of 
Jerusalem and its aftermath in the light of Isaiah's prophecies, and 
especially ascribing the catastrophe to the idolatrous behaviour of the 
inhabitants. To such a redactional development we may ascribe such 
passages as 2: 18-19; 5: 14-17; 6: 12-13; 8: 19-22; 17: 7---9; 22 :4, 5-Sa, 
8b-II, 24f.; 32 :9-14. This period of redaction in the wake of the 
disaster of 587 was evidently quite essential in view of the very con
fident expectations that were generated by the Josianic Redaction in 
regard to the future of Judah and Jerusalem (cf. 32: 1-5, 15-20). At the 
same time the future of the monarchy, which was so closely bound up 
with the Davidic dynasty and the belief in Yahweh's special commit
ment to it, was placed in question. As a consequence Isaiah's own 
assurances regarding the promises associated with the Davidic 
monarchy (especially 9 :2-7), which had been further enhanced in the 
Josianic Redaction (32: I; cf. 37: 35), required a new perspective. It is 
to this immediate situation, which arose in the latter half of the sixth 
century, that we should ascribe the promise concerning the Davidic 
monarchy in 11: 1-5. This is a carrying-forward of the original 
Isaianic promise into the situation which arose with the ending of the 
long period of more than three centuries during which the Davidic 
monarchy had reigned in Jerusalem. This hope of restoring the 
Davidic monarchy, which became a prominent feature of the hope of 
the exilic age, finds what was perhaps its earliest expression in I I : 1-5 
(cf. also 33: 17). 

There was undoubtedly also a further stage of development and 
elaboration of the preaching of Isaiah in the period of the fifth 
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century, very possibly extending over quite a considerable period. 
Most of all the 'apocalyptic' material of chs. 24-27 and 34-35 would 
appear to belong to this age, although these particular chapters have 
proved notoriously difficult to date with any degree of confidence at 
all. Some commentators would clearly prefer to ascribe them to a 
considerably later age, stretching into the Hellenistic era. Certainty is 
impossible, but the fifth century appears to me to be very plausible. In 
any case it seems likely that the three great prophetic collections of 
Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel were all in something very close to their 
present shape by the fourth century BC. 

So far as the development of Isaiah's prophecies is concerned one 
feature stands out very prominently, and concerns quite directly the 
present structure of the book as a whole. This is the undoubted use of 
prophecies and promises derived from chs. 40-55 in the earlier 
chapters. Such developments are to be seen in II : 12-16; 18: 7; 19: 23 
and 27: 13. Most strikingly of all, eh. 35, which some earlier scholars 
have sought to associate with the 'Deutero-Isaiah' of chs. 4o--66 (so H. 
Graetz, C. C. Torrey), can be seen to be a veritable catena of words, 
images and themes drawn from chs. 40-55. So close are the verbal 
similarities, and so evidently secondary are these distinctive sayings 
now included in chs. 1-35 to those of chs. 4off., that there can be no 
doubt that the former are dependent upon the latter. Why this took 
place, and what bearing it has upon the placing of chs. 4off. after 1-39, 
must be considered separately. There can be no doubt, however, that 
in its present form the book of Isaiah shows a number of significant 
connections of theme and prophetic expectation which stretch across 
the division between chs. 1-39 and 40-66. 

B. ISAIAH THE PROPHET 

I. The Historical Background 

The superscription in Isa. 1 : I asserts that Isaiah prophesied during 
the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. Such 
a broad introductory note quite clearly has been composed at a 
relatively late stage in the literary growth of the book, as the presence 
of an earlier heading in 2: 1 shows. How much reliance can be placed 
on the information given in l : I therefore is questionable since it is 
not a contemporary note, but rather an editor's inference drawn from 
the contents of the book. Since Isaiah did not receive his call to be a 
prophet until 'the year that king Uzziah died' (6: 1), it is in any case 
evident that little could have derived from that same year and none at 
all if, as is most probable, Uzziah was already dead when the call came. 
For the rest there is considerable dissension among scholars concern
ing the precise dates to which we should ascribe the reigns of the 
kings mentioned, as reference to the comparative chronological table 
set out in Israelite and Judean History (eds. J. H. Hayes and J. M. 
Miller, London, 1977), p. 683, shows. The chronology adopted in the 
present commentary is essentially that of J. Begrich, (Die Chronologie 
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der Konige von Israel und Juda und die Quellen des Rahmens der 
Konigsbucher (BHTh 3), Stuttgart, 1929), as modified by A. Jepsen (A. 
Jepsen and R. Hanhart, Untersuchungen zur israelitisch-judischen 
Chronologie (BZA W 88), Berlin, 1964; cf. also E. Kutsch in RGG3

, 

III, cols. 942-4). This gives the following dates for the kings with 
which we are immediately concerned: 

Uzziah (Azariah) 
Jotham (co-regent) 
Ahaz (co-regent) 
Ahaz (sole ruler) 
Hezekiah 

787-736 
756-741 
741-736 
736-725 
725-697 

An important consequence of the adoption of this chronology for 
the understanding oflsaiah's prophecies is that it precludes the dating 
of any of them to the reigns of either Uzziah or Jotham. The fact 
of the co-regencies during Uzziah's long illness (2 Kg. 15: 5) has 
evidently contributed to the confusion of dating during this period. 
Nevertheless it appears to be fully borne out by the contents of Isa. 
1-39 that there are no prophecies which belong to the reign of 
Jotham, nor any belonging to that ofUzziah. Effectively, therefore, all 
are to be placed in the years of Ahaz and Hezekiah. 

Unfortunately yet another major point of uncertainty over dating 
emerges with regard to the year in which Hezekiah came to the 
throne. The evidence of 2 Kg. 18: If., 9, asserts that Hezekiah had 
already assumed the throne of Judah for some years when Samaria fell 
to the Assyrians in 722 BC. This conflicts with the evidence of 2 Kg. 
18: 13 that it was only the fourteenth year of Hezekiah when 
Sennacherib marched into Judah and attacked Jerusalem, an event 
which we can confidently place in 701. Several scholars in recent years 
(:w. F. Albright, J. Bright, S. Herrmann) have preferred the conclu
sion that Hezekiah's accession did not take place until 715 BC. This 
appears to me to be the less probable resolution of what is, on any 
reckoning, a complex and difficult issue. I have preferred, therefore, 
to work on the assumption that Ahaz's death probably occurred in 
726/5 and that Hezekiah's accession took place in 725. From these 
conclusions we can then proceed to locate Isaiah's prophesying 
between these two reigns. The prophet's call may be located in 736 
Be, and the latest prophecies which have been preserved from him in 
the year 701, or very shortly thereafter (I :4-8[9); 22: 1-4, 12-14). 

The major political events which affect the entire period of Isaiah's 
activity were those occasioned by the military and political threat 
posed to Israel and Judah by the Assyrians. It is useful, therefore, to 
note briefly the reigns of the four great rulers of the neo-Assyrian 
empire whose imperial ambitions impinged so directly upon the affairs 
oflsraelandJudah: 

Tiglath-pileser III 
Shalmaneser V 
Sargon II 
Sennacherib 

744-727 
726-722 
721-705 
704-681 
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The presence of Assyrian forces in Syria can be placed as far back as 
738, when Tiglath-pileser III was undoubtedly campaigning there. 
After this a series of major incursions and campaigns brought Judah 
and Israel directly under Assyrian domination, and this fact provides 
the determining political consideration for the entire period of 
Isaiah's preaching. We may note four major periods of such Assyrian 
activity, and the corresponding moves and counter-moves which were 
provoked by this Assyrian pressure. 

The first of these covers what we may refer to as the Syro
Ephraimite crisis and extends from the time of Uzziah's death in 736 
to 733, or possibly the following year (732). 2 Kg. 15 :37 would locate 
the beginning of the Syro-Ephraimite conflict even earlier than this, 
in Jotham's reign. There is, however, undoubtedly some foreshorten
ing of perspective here, although the basic insight that as far back as 
Jotham's time relations between the two sister kingdoms oflsrael and 
Judah became strained is probably correct. When Uzziah died Ahaz 
was bent upon pursuing a more compliant policy towards Assyria, 
whereas his northern neighbours, Syria and Israel, were determined 
to force a firmer and more solid alliance against Assyrian control. In 
pursuit of this goal these latter kingdoms sought to force Judah into 
line, with the intention of deposing Ahaz and replacing him with a 
certain 'hen Tabeel' (7 :6). Ahaz was determined to invite Assyrian 
support to protect him from this threat, and to send a large tribute to 
Tiglath-pileser in order to solicit his attention. He was willing to pay 
the price of vassaldom to Assyria in order to secure his own position, 
and in the process to invite brutal destruction upon his sister king
dom of Israel. Although Ahaz appears to have delayed sending the 
tribute as long as possible, he eventually did so, and Assyria re
sponded to it. Indeed the Assyrian response may already have moved 
ahead of Ahaz's vacillations and delays, since Samaria was entered 
and overthrown by Tiglath-pileser in 733 and Damascus in the 
following year. As a consequence of the punitive treatment meted 
out by the Assyrians, only a rump-state of Ephraim was left (see below 
on9:r). 

Both Judah and Israel now became vassels of Assyria, but this 
eventually led to further rebellion on the part of the Northern 
Kingdom of Ephraim-Israel. A siege of Samaria took place and the city 
fell in 722 sc, so that this event marks the second major period of 
Assyrian activity. As a result of the settlement imposed by the 
Assyrians, the erstwhile Northern Kingdom lost all separate identity 
as a political power and was administered as an internal province of 
the Assyrian empire. The important differences which this brought in 
the subsequent political history of this region, when contrasted with 
Judah which, though a vassal-kingdom, retained a native (Davidic) 
ruler, are shown by M. Cogan, Imperialism and Religion. Assyria, 
Judah and Israel in the Eighth and Seventh Centuries B.CE. (S.B.L. 
Monograph Series 19,Missoula, 1974). 

Understandably Judah did not remain entirely quiet under the 
suzerain control of Assyria, and naturally looked for support among 
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the neighbouring kingdoms which shared a comparable distaste for 
payment of the yearly tribute to so demanding a master. A third period 
of Assyrian interference in the affairs of Judah was then occasioned by 
a revolt led by the Philistine city of Ashdod in the years 713-7u BC 
(cf. Isa. 20). Judah was certainly pressed into joining this revolt 
against Assyria, and it is very probable that a much wider, and more 
concerted, withdrawal of allegiance, in which Egypt was also expected 
to take pan, was contemplated. If so, then it is most likely that the 
negotiations between Judah and Egypt, which form the background 
to the prophecies of 18: 1-5 and 19: 1....:15, belong to this time. How far 
the revolt spread is not clear, but it was promptly put down by 
Sargon II, and Judah was fortunate to escape without becoming more 
deeply implicated. 

The temptation to rebellion was a strong one, however, and how 
heavily the hand of Assyrian control was felt in Judah can only be 
guessed at. In 705 Hezekiah was himself at the centre of a carefully 
planned attempt at withdrawing allegiance to Assyria and establishing 
his independence. In this a central foundation of the proposed 
rebellion was an alliance with Egypt, in which the promise of 
Egyptian military aid, should this become necessary, formed a basis of 
supposed security. No doubt also the internal situation in Assyria 
following Sargon's death gave hope that that power would be too 
pre-occupied with other matters to bother with the distant kingdom of 
Judah. Such a calculated risk, however, proved ill-judged, and in 701 
the fourth period of Assyrian intervention in the affairs of Israel
Judah brought further disaster. The Assyrian records of Sennacherib 
provide a full picture of the horror that was brought upon Judah 
(ANET, pp. 287f.), and in 701 BC, after virtually every town and 
fortress in Judah had suffered destruction, Hezekiah surrendered (2 
Kg. 18: 13-16). The fact that the narrative preserved in Isa. 36-37 now 
looks back upon this event in a rather different light calls for funher 
separate discussion (see below pp. 277ff.). The year 701, in any case, 
marks the close of the activity of the prophet Isaiah. Whether he 
prophesied further, but his words have failed to be preserved, can 
only be a matter of speculation. Most likely his own death took place 
soon afterwards, and there is no evidence that he continued to 
prophesy into the second decade of the seventh century. 

II. Isaiah the Man 

It is beyond question that behind chs. 1-39 of the book oflsaiah there 
stands one of the greatest figures of the religious and political story of 
ancient Israel. Equally clear, however, is the fact that we have very 
little positive information about this man and the personal circum
stances in which he lived and worked. The very desire for some 
biographical details about so remarkable a figure may tempt us into 
drawing firmer conclusions than we are entitled to do, on the basis of 
the evidence given to us. So prominent is the reality that those 
who have preserved a knowledge concerning him have done so with 
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an interest in his message, rather than in the man himself, that it is 
now very difficult for us to reconstruct what kind of person he was. 
We are left entirely to a process of making inferences from incidental 
features preserved in his sayings. The manner, style and contents of 
his speech are all that we have to go on in attempting to make de
ductions about him. It is not surprising therefore that very markedly 
divergent pictures have been drawn of him, and we can do little more 
than note the factors :which have led to the various individual 
reconstructions of his person and life. 

Isaiah was called to be a prophet in the year of Uzziah's death (736 
BC), which also effectively marked the beginning of the Syro
Ephraimite crisis. His father was a certain 'Amoz', who is not to be 
confused with the prophet of a similar sounding name. The fact that 
his call took place during a service in the Jerusalem temple is an 
illuminating circumstance, although even this point has not been 
universally conceded. In consequence some attempts have been made 
to place the call in a more domestic setting, with the divine throne 
representing a vision of the heavenly throne of God, and not that 
associated with the symbolism of the temple. However, this temple 
setting appears to be assured. Beyond this, Isaiah clearly had a wife, 
who is called a prophetess (8: 3), and at least three children (8 : 18). He 
was known to the king (cf. 7 : 3), and was evidently familiar with the 
work and planning of the king. Beyond this he was well known to the 
rulers and priests ofJerusalem (cf. 28 :7, 14), and appears to have had 
remarkably prompt and full information about the most intimate 
details of the thinking and planning that took place in the inner 
circles of government in Jerusalem (cf. especially 29: 15). From him 
little that was important in the plans and aims of the court appears to 
have remained hidden. 

This deep insight into the inner life of government and the court 
has given rise to a widely adopted theory concerning the person of 
Isaiah: that he was himself a nobleman of high birth and high 
education among the wealthy and aristocratic leaders of his people. In 
more recent years this belief in the special connection between Isaiah 
and the circles of the court has given place to the suggestion that he 
was himself a scribe, brought up among the official administrative 
classes in Jerusalem, where a training in the skills of rhetoric, writing 
and administration was especially nurtured. Cf. J. Fichtner, 'Jesaja 
unter den Weisen', TLZ 74 (1949), pp. 75-80 (= Gottes Weisheit. 
Gesammelte Studien zum Alten Testament, ed. K. D. Fricke (Arbeiten 
zur Theologie 11,3), Stuttgart, 1965, pp. 18-26); J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah 
and Wisdom, New York/Nashville, 1971. Such a view, however, begs 
too many questions. The first relates to the obvious fact that Isaiah 
could not address himself to political issues without using the 
technical vocabulary of politics. Hence the arguments based on 
vocabulary and speech-forms associated with Wisdom cannot carry 
much weight. More than this, however, it remains unclear to what 
extent Wisdom could be regarded as in any sense a unique possession 
of the administrative classes in Jerusalem. It evidently had a much 
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wider and more popular currency, as the various facets of ancient 
Israel's folk-wisdom reveal to us. Isaiah was undoubtedly a highly 
educated man, with an expert mastery of the skills of rhetoric and 
persuasion. No other figure of Old Testament literature shows so 
commanding a control of the use of irony and subtle word-play. 
Equally he shows himself to have been a master of hyperbole, and to 
have possessed great skill in presenting circumlocutions which give 
to his sayings an air of mystery whilst robbing them of none of their 
clarity and sharpness. Yet all of these skills could have been accessible 
to a well-educated citizen, and especially to a prophet whose skills in 
rhetoric were endemic to his calling. So, too, the fact that Isaiah could 
write (cf. 30: 8) proves little in the way of linking him directly with a 
special court circle of scribal activity or government administration, in 
which Wisdom might be held to have been a specially nurtured 
expertise. The comparisons between Isaiah's prophecies and other 
speech-forms associated with Wisdom falls far short, therefore, of 
proving very much that is tangible about the upbringing which Isaiah 
received, or the background to which he belonged. Evidently he was a 
highly literate and well-educated man, but this leaves us still lacking 
in firm information concerning how this distinguished him from 
other citizens, and prophets, in Jerusalem. 

In contrast with these attempts to find a uniquely aristocratic, or 
scribal, setting for the life and work oflsaiah, there are other features 
which have led to the assumption that he was brought up and trained 
in the Jerusalem cultus. The arguments here are of two kinds: the 
first drawing heavily upon the fact that Isaiah's call took place in the 
Jerusalem temple (Isa. 6), and the second relating more broadly to 
issues concerning the identity and function of those who were called 
nafl.i'. Broader discussion of these issues is to be found in my earlier 
study Prophecy and Tradition (Oxford, 1975). The knowledge that 
Isaiah had of the Jerusalem prophets and priests, together with their 
knowledge of him (cf. Isa. 28: 7), may also help to point in this direc
tion, as also may the fact that his wife is called a 'prophetess' (8 : 3). 
This latter point, however, remains with some measure of ambiguity, 
since it is possible that she acquired this title through association 
with Isaiah. Yet this is unlikely, and the possibility that she too was 
involved in some form of cultic activity in Jerusalem cannot be ruled 
out. Yet, against this linking of Isaiah with the temple personnel of 
Jerusalem, there is the obvious fact that he says little about the daily 
life of the temple, and his vocabulary shares little of the strong 
priestly colouring that we find, for example, in Ezekiel. The case for a 
special cultic background for Isaiah, therefore, with the claim that he 
may himself have been among the cult-personnel of Jerusalem, 
remains lacking in decisive evidence. 

Overall, therefore, we must note these different approaches to the 
problem of identifying the immediate day-to-day setting in which we 
should see Isaiah, and admit their lack of conclusiveness. We must be 
honest in recognising that we do not know as much as we should like. 
If a choice must be made, I should myself incline more closely to the 



ISAIAH 1-39 14 
belief in some direct cultic setting for the prophet, but this can be no 
more than an interesting hypothesis. 

When we come to consider the specific influences which are detect
able in the prophet's preaching we are essentially faced with the same 
problem that we have already noted. That there are important connec
tions with the language and speech-forms of Wisdom is certainly to be 
conceded. So too the influence of the Jerusalem cult is very strong, 
and in some ways stronger than in the case of any other of the 
prophets of the Old Testament. We detect through the sayings of 
Isaiah many of the themes, imagery and ideas of the old Jerusalem 
temple cult that would otherwise have been lost to us. Thus, for 
instance, it is he alone who reflects the belief in the heavenly 
Seraphim, the mysterious serpent guardians of the divine throne 
(6 :2, 6). It is he, too, who records the fact, which comparative 
evidence has now corroborated in great measure, that Yahweh, the 
God of Israel, was venerated in the cultus by the title Melek-King 
(6: 5). So, too, Isaiah's call records for us the details of a strange ritual 
which finds no parallel elsewhere in the Old Testament (6: 6f.). There 
stands behind the preaching of Isaiah, therefore, a very full and rich 
world of cultic life, imagery and tradition, of which we elsewhere read 
little in the Old Testament. 

A third area of particular importance to the prophet was the royal 
court, and the distinctive traditions associated with the Davidic 
dynasty assume a very special prominence with him. It appears 
strongly in the prophecies relating to the Syro-Ephraimite crisis, and 
most strongly of all in the well-known 'messianic' prophecy of 9: 2-7. 
In the present commentary I have argued for the authenticity of this 
oracle to Isaiah, although I am very conscious that many scholars, in 
the past and the present, have doubted this. Nevertheless it does 
appear that Isaiah was deeply committed to the royal Davidic tradition, 
even though he may have interpreted some of its features in a rather 
different way from his contemporaries. The possibility that he him
self contemplated, or even directly prophesied, the ending of the long 
period of Davidic rule from Jerusalem (cf. 7: 9), must be considered. 
There is certainly no intrinsic reason why he should have precluded 
this eventuality altogether, but, nonetheless he does appear to have 
shared the conviction that the Davidic house had a special divinely 
given role to play for all Israel. In the present commentary I have 
argued the case for Isaiah's acceptance of this Davidic kingly rule as 
God's gift to all Israel, and not to Judah alone. Part of the prophet's 
deep antipathy to Ahaz's action in appealing to Assyria, therefore, was 
engendered by the abandonment of such expectations on the part of the 
king. In the prophet's eyes, it was the king who was abandoning the his
toric promise and responsibility of the Davidic line of kings, not God. 

Two other areas of religious and cultural background have been 
discerned by scholars as particularly affecting the prophet Isaiah. The 
first of these, in the Holy War traditions of ancient Israel (cf. G. von 
Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. II, Edinburgh/London, 1965, pp. 
159f.), is difficult either to prove, or disprove. This is because it is 
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exceedingly hard to distinguish what ideas and themes belonged to an 
exclusive 'Holy War' tradition, and what were more widely accepted 
religious assumptions and beliefs among the people. Thus the idea 
that 'faith' was a distinctive 'Holy War' requirement appears to me to 
be an over-restriction of a major religious theme to one rather limited 
sphere of activity. 

The other major influence upon Isaiah which recent scholarship 
has thought to discern, has been found in the preaching of the 
prophet Amos (cf. especially R. Fey, Amos und Jesaja, WMANT 12, 

Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1963). Admittedly there are several important 
similarities, both in the form of the prophecies (especially the 'Woe'
oracles), and in the content of the specific criticisms levelled by the 
prophets against their contemporaries, which link Isaiah with Amos. 
The case is an attractive one, and there is nothing intrinsically against 
it, either from a historical or religious point of view. Yet, in the end of 
the day, the assumption of such a direct dependence of Isaiah upon 
Amos, tells qs little about either man. Furthermore there are many 
factors which suggest that both Amos and Isaiah were drawing upon a 
prophetic tradition which was older than both of them. The recog
nition of the similarities which each of these prophets shared between 
their own outlook and that of a much older tradition of folk-wisdom 
has served to highlight still more the recognition that the common 
elements in their preaching can be explained in more than one way. 
The degree of Isaiah's familiarity with a collection of Amos's 
prophecies appears, therefore, to be very unclear and ill-defined. For 
this reason the hypothesis, though attractive, sheds only a small 
amount of light upon Isaiah and his background. 

In the pages of the Old Testament we find that Isaiah had a major 
contemporary in the prophet Micah of Moresheth-gath. There are 
some important connections which link the preaching of the two 
prophets with each other, and there are some fundamental perspec
tives in which they differ. It would seem highly unlikely that the two 
men should have remained ignorant of the existence of each other, 
and certainly those circles who preserved their respective prophecies 
are likely to have associated them in various ways. Yet beyond this 
there are few passages where a direct comparison with the prophecies 
of Micah can shed very much light upon the preaching of Isaiah. A 
comparison between the work of the two men, therefore, is scarcely a 
very practicable undertaking. Certainly Micah reveals little of the in
timate knowledge of court and governmental affairs that figure so 
prominently in Isaiah. 

Behind the prophecies of Isaiah there lies hidden a person about 
whom we should obviously like to know a great deal more. To study 
the remarkable prophecies he has left to us stimulates an interest 
which we should naturally wish to pursue further. Yet in reality he 
remains quite surprisingly hidden, and would evidently point us to 
his message about the work of God in his days rather than to his own 
personality. This is so, even when we consider his own account of his 
prophetic call. 
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III. The Theology and Preaching of the Prophet 

A study of the background to the preaching of the prophet has already 
raised a number of matters concerning his particular theology. That 
he was a citizen of Jerusalem, born and brought up in the city, has 
clearly pointed us to the main setting of his understanding of God and 
his relationship to Israel. His favourite title for God is 'the Holy One 
of Israel' (1 :4, etc.), and this immediately draws our attention to a 
major feature of his whole outlook. Yahweh was the God of 'Israel', 
and by this the prophet quite evidently understood both kingdoms, 
Ephraim and Judah, to be referred to (cf. 5 : 7; 8: 14), so that no narrow 
interpretation of the prophet as concerned with Judah alone, or more 
narrowly still with Jerusalem, can properly grasp the breadth of his 
thought. Isaiah began his ministry at a time when the relationship 
between Israel (Ephraim) and Judah was more strained and hostile 
than at any time since the two kingdoms had fallen apart after 
Solomon's death (cf. 7: 17). He found himself confronted with a king, 
Ahaz, who was bent on betraying this historic unity between the two 
kingdoms still further by appealing to Assyria to rescue him from the 
sister kingdom in the north. Beyond this, he lived through years in 
which the Northern Kingdom of Ephraim was first broken up, leaving 
only a rump-state, and finally destroyed altogether as a political entity. 
The land, that historic gift of God to the nation's ancestors, had been 
ravaged and torn, until only a very small part of it was left (cf. 6: I I). 
By this not only the land of Judah can have been meant, but the whole 
land as it had once been held, even if only precariously, in the great 
days of the United Kingdom. 

It is not surprising therefore that Isaiah should have felt able to 
affirm that the people whom God had once owned as 'my people' had 
become a band of rebels, whom he could only describe as 'this people' 
(cf. 6 :9). Even the reigning king of Judah, in whose days he began to 
prophesy, had forsaken the traditional claim and responsibility that 
belonged to the Davidic heritage of ruling with a regard for all Israel. 
He played politics against the interests of God's people. Especially 
was this true of Ahaz, whom Isaiah regards as having betrayed the very 
foundation of the throne of David. He had greater hopes for Hezekiah 
(cf. 9 :2-7), although these were destined never to be realised so far as 
the remains of the Northern Kingdom were concerned (cf. 9: 8ff.). 
Nonetheless, the sense that in God's eyes both 'houses' of Ephraim 
and Judah formed only one people Israel established a basis for 
all Isaiah's preaching. In his eyes the royal claims of the Davidic 
family belonged within this 'all Israel' perspective. So far as this 
side of Isaiah's preaching is concerned the Josianic redactors of his 
prophecies appear to have reflected accurately and faithfully his own 
outlook. 

It is within this broader perspective that we must understand the 
special significance which both the temple of Jerusalem and the 
Davidic royal dynasty had for Isaiah. They were institutions which 
belonged to the entire nation. At no point does Isaiah appear to have 
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considered either of them to be entirely indispensable to the purposes 
of God with Israel. So we must dismiss completely any suggestion 
that he regarded Jerusalem as inviolable on account of the presence of 
God in the temple there, or the Davidic dynasty as irreplaceable. They 
each fulfilled a purpose in the plans of Yahweh, but this was open to 
the realities of each historical situation, as God made his intentions 
known regarding it. 

A comparable openness must be understood to have motivated the 
great hostility which Isaiah's prophecies display towards the making 
of foreign alliances. First, Isaiah sharply condemned Ahaz for his plan 
to seek an alliance with Tiglath-pileser of Assyria to protect him from 
the Syro-Ephraimite coalition. Subsequently he vigorously opposed 
the negotiations which Hezekiah entered into at the time of the 
Ashdodite rebellion, and which would have led to the withdrawal of 
allegiance to Assyria. Later he repeatedly denounced as disastrous the 
treaty with Egypt upon which Hezekiah relied for his rebellion in the 
years 705-701 (Isa. 28: 14-22; 30: 1-5). It is impossible to suppose that 
this opposition stemmed simply from a belief that such treaties would 
involve Judah in forbidden religious practices. Nor should we attempt 
to account for it on the basis of some kind of Utopian expectation that 
God would act more directly to secure Judah from whatever threats 
should emerge. Isaiah was too firm a political realist, and too con
scious of the harsh experiences of the past, to resort to any such 
doctrinaire rigidity. The reason why these alliances were in oppo
sition to the 'plan' of Yahweh as Isaiah saw it, was because they 
simply would not work, and would not offer anything other than a 
totally spurious security. Ahaz's appeal to Assyria would rebound 
upon him to his own ruin (cf. 8: 8, 14), which it clearly did. So, too, 
the reliance upon Egypt for military aid was both bad military strategy 
as well as bad religion. In Isaiah's eyes it would prove no greater a 
protection to Judah than it had for the citizens of Philistia (cf. Isa. 20). 
There is no justification at all, therefore, for regarding Isaiah as a 
far-sighted, if Utopian, visionary who believed that faith in God could 
provide an alternative to effective political policies. The truth of the 
matter, as Isaiah saw it, was that the policies that were being forced on 
a perplexed and long-suffering people were disastrous in conception 
and horrifying in their consequences. All that we know of the events 
of his period of ministry fully bears this out. Within the space of less 
than forty years, from the time of Uzziah's death in 736 to that of 
Jerusalem's surrender to Sennacherib in 701, Israel had been cut to 
pieces and reduced to a single city, with little else (1 :4-8[9]). Even 
then, far from mourning the ruin and destruction which decades of 
misrule and the pursuit of political illusions had brought, we find 
Isaiah at the end rebuking the people of Jerusalem for their crass in
sensitivity in celebrating their own personal survival from the suffer
ings which the rest of the nation had endured, and to which most of it 
had fallen victim (22: r-4; 12-14). Throughout those painful years 
Isaiah's preaching had pointed a way back to God, and to a more realistic, 
if more humble, willingness to remain obedient to him (cf. 30: 15). 
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IV. The Historical Crisis of 701 BC 

A problem of a quite unusual character exists for the interpreter of 
Isaiah over the question of the events of the year 701 BC, and the 
attitude of the prophet to them. According to 2 Kg. 18: 13-16 
Hezekiah surrendered to Sennacherib after most of Judah had been 
conquered, and before a full-scale siege of Jerusalem began. This 
agrees with the account of this campaign recorded in Sennacherib's 
Annals, and which has been available to the student of the Old 
Testament in an English translation for a century and more. Yet the 
narratives contained in Isa. 36-37 ( = 2 Kg. 18: 17-19: 37) ascribe the 
failure of Sennacherib to take the city of Jerusalem to a more direct act 
of God's power (Isa. 37 : 36) in which the Assyrian army experienced 
some kind of unexpected reverse. A variety of theories have been put 
forward to explain what appears to be a very different outcome to 
Hezekiah's rebellion from that which we have so far noted. 

The historical problem is a primary factor, and has led to the 
suggestions that, either Sennacherib subsequently attempted to take 
Jerusalem a second time in the year 701, but failed to do so, or came 
back to the city in the course of some later campaign (688 BC?). 
Neither of these suggestions can be regarded as credible, nor do they 
pay proper regard to the nature of the narrative account preserved in 
Isa. 36-37. As I have sought to show elsewhere in my study Isaiah 
and the Deliverance of Jerusalem, the narrative now set out in Isa. 
36-37 is a late reflection on the events of the year 701, written in the 
light of Isaiah's preaching. It has the benefit of a knowledge of the 
way in which Judah thereafter survived the miseries of Manasseh's 
reign until the time of Josiah witnessed the weakening of Assyrian 
control in Judah, and its eventual complete breakdown. Judah came to 
a new period of freedom, and this historical circumstance provides the 
background to the work of the Josianic Redaction of Isaiah's 
prophecies. It is undoubtedly to the same circle of scribes that we owe 
the composition of the narrative (which is in fact a composite narra
tive, see below in Zoe.) of chs. 36-37. They have viewed the failure of 
Sennacherib to take Jerusalem as an anticipation and foretaste of the 
way in which it was believed that the Assyrians would be overthrown. 
The earlier versions of this narrative account made no mention of the 
overthrow of the Assyrian army by the 'angel of Yahweh', but simply 
pointed to the fact that Sennacherib would not take Jerusalem, and 
would be compelled to return home 'by the way that he came'. Only at 
a late stage in the growth of the tradition has the idea entered that 
some more dramatic misfortune befell the Assyrian forces. There is 
no likelihood, therefore, that the account contained in Isa. 36-7 was 
originally intended to refer to some other campaign than that of 701 
BC. Nor does it indicate that some other attempt was made by 
Sennacherib upon Jerusalem after Hezekiah had surrendered. 

The picture that we have given above of the grim experience which 
marks the close oflsaiah's prophetic ministry therefore does not need 
to be supplemented by the supposition that, subsequently, some 
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more triumphant victory for Judah and Jerusalem took place to lift the 
reputation of Hezekiah. It was only in retrospect that Hezekiah's 
surrender, and the fact that he did not, as a punishment for his 
rebellion, lose his throne nor jeopardise the continued succession of 
the Davidic dynasty, came to be seen in a more hopeful light. 

The question arises, however, concerning the preaching of Isaiah 
during the year 701, and the possibility that he may, at the last 
moment, have turned from his castigation of Hezekiah's foolish 
rebellion, to assure him of Yahweh's protection. The belief that 
Isaiah did make such a change has been argued by a number of 
scholars (cf. J, Bright, Covenant and Promise, London, 1974, pp. 
roof.), or it has been argued that he affirmed that Yahweh would 
deliver him, ifhe showed a genuine repentance (so G. Fohrer). Yet in 
fact Isaiah made no such turnaround in his preaching, and the passages 
that appear to suggest that he did so are to be ascribed to the J osianic 
Redaction (see above, pp. 5f.). Their original purpose was not to 
promise that the defeat of the Assyrians would take place whilst 
Jerusalem was under siege, but at some more indeterminate stage in 
the future. Yet the belief came to be accepted that the failure of 
Sennacherib to take Jerusalem did mark the first step in the overthrow 
of the Assyrians, and this has reflected itself back into the way in 
which the prophecies have been developed and preserved (see below, 
especially on 29: 5-8 and 31: 5, 8f.). The much used assumption that 
Isaiah himself developed this message regarding the overthrow of 
the Assyrians on the basis of a supposed Zion tradition which he 
inherited from the temple-cultus of Jerusalem must be discounted. 
Such a 'Zion tradition' is largely a construction which emerged in 
Josiah's reign, although it was built upon much earlier elements of 
the royal Davidic court tradition. Behind this, it evidently was related 
to more widespread beliefs about the divine protection afforded to 
dynasties of kings whom the gods had chosen. It came, however, to 
flourish briefly in Josiah's reign, although its unrealistic claims 
quickly necessitated a considerable degree of modification, as the 
narratives preserved in Isa. 38-39 (= 2 Kg. 20) show. From neither 
a historical nor a theological perspective, therefore, can it be said that 
the crisis of the year 701 faces us with insuperable difficulties for the 
interpretation of the book of Isaiah. 

C. THE TEXT AND INTERPRETATION OF ISAIAH 1-39 

I. The Text and Versions 

The text of Isa. 1-39 must be regarded as extraordinarily well 
preserved in view of its immense antiquity. The discovery of major 
scrolls of the book of Isaiah at Qumran (especially rQisa) has brought 
remarkable confirmation of the excellent degree of reliability which 
belongs to the transmission of the text. This does not mean, however, 
that the extant tradition of the Heb. text is in all points to be followed, 
since the more recent evidence reveals that there are a number of 
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places where some corruption has occurred. Besides this, there are a 
great many passages which can only be regarded as extremely obscure, 
and where the inherent likelihood is that some damage to the original 
form of the text has occasioned this. It is certain, therefore, that 
throughout the entire book of Isaiah there are numerous passages 
where a more correct rendering or reconstruction of the original must 
be striven for. 

For the modern scholar three major avenues of research may assist 
the reconstruction of what may be held as a truer rendering of the 
original Heb. text. The first of these can be found in the study of the 
great mass ofHeb. MSS, as collected and collated since the eighteenth 
century. To this the incomparable value of the variant readings of the 
Heb. MSS from Qumran can now be added. In addition to these 
resources, it is of value to consult the ancient versions, especially that 
of the ancient Greek (LXX). Since the present commentary is not 
primarily intended as a fresh examination of the text, the variants 
considered in it have been restricted almost exclusively to those noted 
in the Biblia Hebra£ca Stuttgartensia (BHS). The examination of the 
Heb. MS u-adition, even when supplemented by additional evidence 
drawn from the ancient versions, does not bring us back directly to 
anything resembling an original prototypical text of the book of 
Isaiah. Indeed it is inherently probable that a number of confusions 
and misinterpretations occurred during the stage of redaction in 
which the present book was being formed. The striving for an 
original 'pure' and uncorrupted form of the text must consequently 
remain something of an ideal. In many instances it is probable that 
errors arose at a time when the original Heb. reading was no longer 
understood, or was incorrectly understood, as a result of changes 
within the use of the Heb. language itself. In recent years, therefore, a 
great deal of additional effort has been expended upon the study of 
Heb. vocabulary and grammar, especially in the light of the greatly 
increased resources for a comparative study of these from neighbour
ing cognate languages, and from Semitic lexicography more broadly. 
Where important suggestions have been made from this direction 
towards a better understanding of the Heb. text of Isaiah it has been 
felt valuable to notice the most significant of them. 

The English text upon which the present commentary is based is, 
in company with other volumes in the series, that of the RSV. In view 
of the ready availability of the NEB, and the fact that this has, in 
particular, endeavoured to explore much more fully than other 
contemporary renderings have done the resources of Heh. lexicogra
phy, I have felt it valuable to note the major points where this differs. 
The availability of a volume noting the places where the NEB has 
deviated from the standard (received) text (HTOn has made it 
possible in numerous instances to refer to this, rather than to set out 
too many notes of relatively minor Heb. variants. Where there are 
major deviations from the traditional understanding, based upon the 
evidence of comparative philology and lexicography, I have endeav
oured to draw attention to sources where a treatment of these can be 
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found. It has not been felt appropriate to make allusion to other 
modern versions, save in certain instances where they highlight 
certain difficulties inherent in the text by the manner in which they 
have endeavoured to overcome them. 

II. The Relationship to Chapters 40-66 

It has already been noted above (pp. 2, 8) that the relationship be
tween chs. 1-39 and 4o--66 is a very complex one. Undoubtedly all of 
the material now preserved in chs. 4o--66 belongs to a time from the 
sixth century BC, or later. It has often been assumed therefore that the 
reason for the connection of these later chapters with 1-39 was a 
pragmatic one, concerned only with literary convenience. Yet this can 
scarcely be correct, in view of the fact that there are a significant 
number of passages in chs. 1-39 where undoubted allusion is made to 
ideas, images and themes which originally belonged first in chs. 4off. 
Similarly there are certainly passages in chs. 4off. where an allusion 
back to a major theme of the earlier chapters appears to be intended 
(cf. 42: 18f.; 44: 18 with 6 :9f.; and then further 29: 18; 35: 5). If the 
directness of the allusions in chs. 4off. to earlier themes and ideas 
appears questionable and uncertain, this cannot be said to be so for 
the quite direct summaries made in II: 16; 27: 12f., of the central 
theme of chs. 40-55. Most strikingly of all 35: 1-10 consists entirely 
of a citation of condensed themes and images drawn from chs. 40-55. 
The evidence is clear, therefore, that an inherent connection of theme 
and message links together the main divisions of the book of Isaiah 
(chs. 1-39; 40-66). It would seem to be a clear deduction from this 
that some association of the contents of chs. 1 -35 with those of 40-
55(66) took place quite early. There are certainly then a great many 
additional places where some linking of the message of the two halves 
of the book appears to be intended (as in the 'Babylon' prophecies of 
13: I-22). 

The fact that eh. 35 must once have marked the close of the collec
tion of chs. 1-35 strongly suggests that this was intended to round-off 
the message of the original book of Isaiah by giving a kind of 'digest' 
of the more hopeful themes which are to be found in chs. 4off. If this 
is so, then it would strongly point in the direction of some association 
of the contents of chs. 1-35 with those of 40-55 having been estab
lished at an early time. 

III. From Prophecy to Apocalyptic 

The original prophecies of the eighth-century Isaiah of Jerusalem 
speak frequently of the direct action of God in history (cf. 5 :25; 8 :7, 
etc.). It is clear from these, and the many similar passages that are to 
be found, that the prophet was using conventional prophetic imagery 
and was referring to actions which would be brought about through 
human agency. The hand of God was to be seen in action, working in 
and through the hands of men (cf. especially 10: 5). The events which 
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the prophet foretold, therefore, were to possess a peculiar character 
since they revealed the mind and purposes of God. They did not, 
however, refer to a totally new world order which God would initiate 
and which would replace the existing order of natural and historical 
activity. In the presentation of God's action in the Josianic Redaction 
of Isaiah's prophecies a quite special point has been made of the 
affirmation that God would act to overthrow the forces of Assyria, by 
his own hand, and not through the hands of human agents (cf. 10: 16, 
33; 29: 6; 31: 8). Even here, however, it does not appear that the 
redactors were seeking to foretell a completely supernatural event that 
would overtake the Assyrians, and that would lie entirely outside the 
natural order. The traditional language of a theophany has been 
developed in a unique way, but the main point appears to be to assert 
that God would act in some way other than through a human army. 

In a number of later passages in the book of Isaiah, especially in the 
'apocalyptic' chs. 24-27, 34-35, the action of God that is foretold has 
taken on a more emphatically supernatural character, so that what is 
foretold is to mark the end of the existing world order, and to replace 
this by a new divine world order. In this way the assumptions of 
'prophecy' have passed over into the contentions of 'apocalyptic'. 
Alongside these sections we find others which point to a similar 
coming New Age, in which a complete transformation of the political 
and natural life of the world will be changed (cf. 30: 19-26; 34: 1-4). 
This development from prophecy to apocalyptic forms one of the most 
striking features in the literary growth of the book oflsaiah. Not only 
has an elaborate pattern of development and elaboration of the 
original core of lsaianic prophecies taken place, but alongside this 
there has gone a progressive change in the way in which the prophetic 
word of God has been understood. We find a similar development of 
understanding and interpretation when comparing the contents of 
chs. 56-66 with those of 40-55 (cf. P. D. Hanson, The Dawn of 
Apocalyptic, Philadelphia, 1975, pp. 32ff.). A prominent aspect of this 
change in the understanding of the prophetic imagery and message is 
a changed understanding of history to which it bears witness. The 
original prophetic 'openness' in the view of the future, as plastic to 
the will of God, has come increasingly to give way to a more deter
ministic view, in which the key to understanding the future was 
believed to lie in unravelling the mysteries of prophecies and 
prophetic imagery disclosed long in advance. The entire time-scale 
through which prophecy was felt to be meaningful has been stretched 
enormously. From a message about the immediate future, prophecy 
has come to be understood as a mysterious disclosure of a divine 
mystery given centuries in advance. Such an 'apocalyptic' understand
ing of prophecy was evidently accepted at Qurnran among the 
covenanters there. In consequence we can see from the distinctive 
form of the text of the book of Isaiah (rQls 8

) that this was read in a 
highly 'apocalyptic' fashion (cf. S. Talmon, 'DSla as a Witness to 
Ancient Exegesis of the Book of Isaiah', Qumran and the History of 
the Biblical Text (ed. F. M. Cross and S. Talmon), Cambridge, Mass., 
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1975, pp. n6-26). There is quite evidently an important degree to 
which both the literary structure of the book of Isaiah and even the 
final formulation of the text have been affected by the way in which its 
contents were interpreted. 

D. ANALYSIS OF ISAIAH 1-39 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION TO THE PROPHECIES OF ISAIAH 

1: I 

I :2-3 
1 :4--9 
I: 10-17 
1:18-20 
1 :21-28 
1 :29-31 

The superscription 
Rebellious sons 
Only Zion is left 
The way of true religion 
If you refuse 
The faithful city 
The end of false worship 

CHAPTERS 2-12: PROPHECIES CONCERNING JUDAH AND JERUSALEM 

2: I 
2:2-5 
2:6-22 
3: 1-12 

3: 13-15 
3:16-24 
3 :25-4: I 
4:2-6 
5 :1-7 
10: 1-4a; 5: 8-24 
9:8-21;5:25-30 
6: 1-13 

7: 1--9 
7: 10-17 
7: 18-20 
7:21-25 
8: 1-4 
8:5-8 
8:9-10 
8: 11-15 
8: 16-18 
8: 19-22 
8:23--9:7 
IO: 5-15 
IO: 16-19 
10:20-23 
10 :24-27a 
10:27b-32 
I0:33-34 

A further superscription 
The glory of Zion 
The humiliation of the proud 
The coming anarchy 
Further condemnation of the rulers of Jerusalem 
Judgment upon the proud women ofJerusalem 
The fate of the women 
The remnant in Jerusalem 
The song of the vineyard 
Doom upon the leaders of Jerusalem 
The continuing anger of the LoRD 
The call oflsaiah 
The sign ofShear-jashub 
The sign of Immanuel 
The threat from Assyria 
Further interpretations of Isaiah's prophecies 
The sign of Maher-shalal-hashbaz 
The overwhelming flood 
A message to the nations 
The holiness of the LORD of hosts 
The sealing of the message 
Interpretations of the prophet's sayings 
The promise of a royal Saviour 
Assyria, the rod of the divine anger 
The coming destruction of the Assyrians 
The fate of the remnant oflsrael 
A message of hope and reassurance 
The advance of the enemy 
The cutting-down of the forest 
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II : I--9 
12: r-6 

The shoot from the stump of Jesse 
The song of the redeemed 

CHAPTERS 13-23: PROPHECIES AGAINST FOREIGN NATIONS 

13: 1-22 

14: 1-2 
14 :3-23 
14:24-27 
14 :28-32 
15:1-16:14 

Prophecies concerning Babylon 
(i) 13 : 2-3 The consecrated ones 
(ii) 13 :4-4 Destined to conquer 
(iii) I 3 : 6-8 The Day of the Lo RD is near 
(iv) 13: 9-16 The terror of the Day of the LORD 
(v) 13: 17-22 The destruction of Babylon 
A note concerning the restoration of Israel 
The downfall of the world-ruler 
The LoRD's plan concerning the Assyrians 
A prophecy against Philistia 
Prophecies concerning Moab 
(i) 15: 1-9 The desolation of Moab 
(ii) 16: 1-5 A reply to the lament over Moab 
(iii) 16 :6-14 The pride of Moab 
A prophecy concerning Damascus and Israel 
Divine judgment on the Assyrians 
A prophecy against Ethiopia 
The confounding of the Egyptians 
Salvation for Egypt 
A prophetic sign concerning Egypt and Ethiopia 
A prophecy of the fall of Babylon 
Prophecies concerning Arabia 

24 

I7: I-II 
17: 12-14 
18: 1-7 
19: I-15 
19: 16-25 
20: r-6 
21: I-10 

21 : I I-17 
22: 1-14 
22: 15-25 
23: I-18 

The unforgivable day of Jerusalem's complacency 
A prophecy concerning the steward 

24: 1-13 
24: 14-20 
24:21-23 
25: 1-5 
25:6-8 
25:9-12 
26: 1-6 
26:7-21 
27: I 
27:2-6 
27 :7-11 
27: 12-13 

28: 1-6 
28:7-13 

A prophecy against Philistia 

CHAPTERS 24-27: THE APOCALYPSE OF ISAIAH 

The desolation of the earth 
The terror of God's judgment 
The reign of God 
The refuge of the righteous 
The great banquet of the nations 
Israel's final song of thanksgiving 
A further song of triumph 
The life of the final age 
The slaying of the dragon 
The new song of the vineyard 
The destruction of the fortified city 
The great return 

CHAPTERS 28-33: PROPHECIES CONCERNING JUDAH 

The drunkards of Ephraim 
The godless priests and prophets 
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28:14-22 
28:23-29 
29: 1-8 
29:9-16 

29: 17-24 
30: 1-5 
30:6-7 
30:8-11 
30: 12-14 
30: 15-17 
30: 18-26 
30:27-33 
31: 1-3 
31:4-9 
32: 1-8 
32:9-14 
32: 15-20 
33:1-6 
33:7-24 

INTRODUCTION 

The refuge of lies 
The wisdom of the farmer 
The siege of the city of David 
Three short sayings concerning Judah 
(i) 29 : 9-12 The spirit of deep sleep 
(ii) 29: 13-14 Lip-service 
(iii) 29: 15-16 Hiding from God 
The (:Oming age of salvation 
Woe to the rebellious children 
Worthless help 
The written testimony 
The sudden crash 
The rejection of the way of peace 
The coming salvation 
The anger of the LORD against Assyria 
The uselessness of Egypt's help 
The fate of Jerusalem and the defeat of the Assyrians 
The righteous kingdom 
Against the women who are at ease 
The Spirit from on high 
The attacker is threatened 
Israel's lamentation and God's answer 

CHAPTERS 34-35: THE COMING JUDGMENT AND SALVATION 

34: 1-17 The great judgment 
35 : 1-IO The blessing of the land of Judah 

36: 1-37: 38 
38: I-22 
39: 1-8 

CHAPTERS 36-39: THE ISAIAH NARRATIVES 

The deliverance of Jerusalem 
Hezekiah's sickness and recovery 
The ambassadors from Babylon 
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Introduction to the Prophecies oflsaiah: chapter I 

The first chapter of the book of Isaiah has been intentionally formu
lated from a selection of the prophet's sayings in order to provide a 
general preface and guide to his preaching. This is made evident by 
the presence in 2 : 1 of a 'second' superscription which must originally 
have introduced a major written collection of the prophet's words. 
The extent of this written collection can only be roughly established 
and, although Fohrer would limit it to 2: 1-10 :6, we have already 
seen (Introduction, p. 7) that it is much more plausibly to be 
regarded as comprising 2: 1-32 :20. Hence the time at which the 
prophecies of eh. I were set in their present position must be exilic, 
or later. However, there is widespread agreement among commen
tators that the five main prophecies in 1 : 2-26 are from Isaiah, even 
though it is rather difficult to establish the precise period of his 
ministry to which they belong. 1 : 4-9 undoubtedly comes from the 
year 701 BC, or very soon thereafter. Vv. 27-28 are an addition that has 
been made to the last of these prophecies, providing a general con
clusion to the theme of the whole chapter. A later addition, with a 
more admonitory tone, has then been made in vv. 29-31 condemning 
certaiJ? types of illicit worship. This is certainly of post-exilic origin. 

The acceptance of the authenticity to Isaiah of the sayings con
tained in I : 2-26 prompts the question how they came to be preserved 
and placed where they now stand. Since it is highly improbable that 
they simply survived as isolated and disconnected sayings of the 
prophet, or that they once formed a kind of independent collection, 
they must have been drawn from a larger body of the prophet's 
sayings. Most probably, therefore, they have been extracted from their 
original positions among the larger collections of chs. 2-32. Thereby 
they have been separated from their connection with particular crises 
and historical events in the prophet's ministry and made into a more 
general introduction to the larger book. Cf. H. Barth, p. 22on., for 
suggestions concerning their original locations. Their purpose is 
relatively clear: to show that the prophet's preaching established a 
lasting disclosure of Israel's sin and of the need of the people to show 
a deep and genuine repentance. By the addition of such an introduc
tion the book as a whole has been given a permanent and timeless 
relevance, extending the significance of prophecies which were 
originally addressed to specific historical situations into a larger 
context. Cf. my book Prophecy and Tradition, pp. 5off. 

We can recognise a deliberate structure in the chapter as follows: 
I :2-3 The nature and extent oflsrael's sin 
I : 4-9 The judgment of God upon this sin 
1: 10-17 The way of deliverance from sin 
1 : 18-20 An appeal for repentance and a return to obedience 
1 : 21 -26 The hope of purifying judgment and restoration 
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To this vv. 27-28 add a generalised and summarising conclusion, 
which has then been further expanded by a later scribe in vv. 29-31 in 
order to make clear that the worst kind of sin is that of idolatrous 
worship. Upon this the most final and fearsome of judgments is 
threatened (v. 31). 

THE SUPERSCRIPTION 

1:1 

I : I. The vision of Isaiah the son of Am.oz: The heading provides a 
simple preface to the book and dates from the post-exilic period. In 
form it is modelled closely upon those set at the head of the books of 
Amos and Hosea (Am. I : I; Hos. I : I) except that it contains no 
reference to the regencies of the Northern Kingdom. Evidently the 
fate of that kingdom, which constituted an important theme for the 
prophet, was already taken for granted, and its end assumed (cf. the 
glossator's addition in v. 7: 8b). The vision is an unexpected descrip
tion of the prophet's message, which contains only one full vision in 
eh. 6, but the word has come to be used in a broad sense to cover not 
only visionary experiences, but prophetic revelations and messages of 
all kinds. It does not, therefore, express any particular emphasis upon 
the manner of the divine revelation. The name Isaiah means 'Yahweh 
saves', or 'Yahweh is salvation'. the son of Am.oz does not refer to the 
prophet Amos, but to an unknown figure. Jewish tradition has identi
fied him with the brother of king Amaziah of Judah (2 Kg. 14: 1-2), 
thereby making Isaiah of royal descent. Yet it is highly improbable 
that Isaiah's father is to be identified with this royal personage, or 
with the otherwise unknown person of that name mentioned on an 
ancient seal, as suggested by R. T. Anderson,JBL 79 (1960), pp. 57-9. 
Judah and Jerusalem is in the reverse order to what is otherwise 
found in the book (cf. 3: 1, 8; 5: 3; 22 :21). This change very probably 
reflects the period of Persian domination after the exile when the 
political importance of Jerusalem had been much weakened. For the 
book as a whole it is too restricted as a description of those whom the 
prophet addressed since these certainly included members of the 
Northern Kingdom, as well as a number of major foreign nations. 
In the days of Uzziah, Jotham, etc., provides a general guide to the 
kings of Judah in whose reigns Isaiah was active. For the important 
questions of chronology and dating that are raised, see Introduction, 
pp. 8f. If the prophet were not called to his task until the year of 
Uzziah's death, it is improbable that we have any prophecies from this 
king's reign. Furthermore, on the chronology that we have followed, 
Jotham had already died before Uzziah, with whom he was co-regent, 
so that all the prophecies can be most satisfactorily explained as 
belonging to the reigns of either Ahaz or Hezekiah. In this, as in the 
case of other superscriptions, the amount of historical information 
contained is limited, but can be filled out by such notes as that con
tained in 7: I. No reference is made to the kings of the Northern 
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Kingdom of Israel, in line with the geographical note concerning the 
addresses. 

REBELLIOUS SONS 

1:2-3 

These two verses establish the accusation that Israel is a rebellious 
and wayward people who do not know the extent of their own folly 
and waywardness. 

2. Hear, 0 heavens: The appeal to the sky and earth to serve as 
witnesses to what has taken place between God and Israel reflects a 
form of speech adopted from ancient Israelite legal practice. The 
elements of creation are regarded as impartial in their judgment, and 
so the prophet calls upon them, as reliable witnesses, to pass their 
verdict on the events which they have witnessed. Some have sought to 
see here a form of cultic lawsuit which reflected the tradition of the 
covenant made on Sinai. So G. E. Wright, Israel's Prophetic Heritage, 
ed. B. W. Anderson and W. Harrelson, London, 1962, pp. 26-67, esp. 
p. 44. J. Harvey, Le plaidoyer prophitique contre I sraiil apres la 
rupture de !'alliance, Bruges/Montreal, 1967, pp. 36ff., has contrast
ingly related the form to letters of ultimatum delivered by a suzerain 
to his vassal whom he suspected of rebellion. However, a simple 
adaptation by the prophet himself from legal practice is sufficient 
to explain all the features that are present. Sons have I reared: The 
notion that Israel's relationship to God could be compared to that of 
sonship is an old one and belongs as a central feature to the ancient 
Passover tradition. Cf. Exod. 4 :23 and Hos. II: 1-7. 

3. The ox knows its owner: The appeal, based on a comparison 
with the behaviour of animals, supports the charge that what Israel 
had done was unnatural, and contrary to the order of creation. Israel 
neither recognised its divine LoRD, nor realised that its behaviour 
towards him was reprehensible. 

ONLY ZION IS LEFT 

1:4-9 

The situation in which Jerusalem was left isolated, with most of the 
towns and countryside of Judah ravaged and destroyed, is used to 
demonstrate the contention that Israel-Judah had been severely 
punished by God for its sins. The situation must certainly be that of 
the year 701, when Sennacherib conquered all of Judah and Jerusalem 
was only spared a like fate by Hezekiah's surrender (2 Kg. 18: 13-16). 
The situation is fully described in Sennacherib's Annals (ANET, p. 
288). The only question that is at issue regarding the date of this 
particular prophecy is whether it pictures the city before the sur
render, or after it. Here too, however, we can confidently follow most 
recent commentators (Fohrer, Kaiser, Wildberger) in recognising 
that the prophet's portrayal here derives from his viewing the scene of 
Judah's ruination, with Jerusalem as the only city left intact, in the 
immediate aftermath of the crisis of 701 BC. 
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Following Barth, pp. 217ff., we may regard v. 9 as a later addition 
made by a redactor after the further destruction of Judah, this time 
including Jerusalem, in 587. It now viewed the few survivors left in 
Jerusalem as the only hope for Israel's future. 

In vv. 4-8 the prophet's intention is clear. After the Assyrian forces 
had left Jerusalem, the inhabitants of the city were tempted into 
celebrating their remarkable escape (cf. 22: 1-4, 12-14), instead of 
lamenting the catastrophe that befallen the nation as a whole. Isaiah 
was concerned that the lesson of what had happened should be cor
rectly learned and the year 701 remembered as a time of judgment, not 
of special divine favour for Jerusalem. That any of the people at all had 
survived was a mark of divine mercy, as in the survival of Abraham 
and Lot from Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19: 24-29). 

4. Ah, sinful nation: The opening cry (Heb. hoy) is usually found 
in threats warning that disaster is coming (as in 5 : 8ff.). Here, how
ever, it occurs in invective and serves as a meaningful expression of 
rebuke. Those addressed are the people of Judah, who must not forget 
that they are all that remains of a once great nation. At a time when the 
people were tempted to see themselves as divinely favoured by their 
escape, especially when set against the total succumbing of the 
Northern Kingdom to Assyria, Judah was to remember that it, too, 
was guilty of the same sins. the Holy One of Israel is a distinctive 
title for Yahweh in the prophet Isaiah, and appears designed to stress, 
not only the element of holiness (cf. Th. C. Vriezen, Outline of 0. T. 
Theology, pp. 61f.) but also the fact that he was the God of both 
kingdoms: Ephraim (Israel) and Judah (cf. 5: 7). It is almost certainly 
an ancient title, used in the temple cult, and it appears unlikely that it 
was uniquely coined by the prophet himself (as claimed by 0. 
Procksch, TDNT, I, pp 93f.). However, the prophet has certainly 
vested it with a new significance in view of the sharp division between 
the two kingdoms which had occurred, first with the Syro-Ephraimite 
conflict and then with the fall of Ephraim to Assyria (733-722). 
Yahweh still remained the God of the entire people. 

5. Why will you still be smitten views the sufferings of the people 
as a fate which they have voluntarily chosen for themselves. The 
military defeat and humiliation which had overtaken them was a direct 
result of their own sin and moral corruption. Already therefore the 
prophet implies an idea, which he later develops explicity (10 :5), that 
the Assyriaris have been acting as the instrument of Yahweh with 
which to chastise his people. 

7. aliens devour your land refers to the armies of the Assyrians 
who had devastated Judah, but it is a commonly found convention for 
a prophet not to identify explicitly the enemies and oppressors who 
are working as the instruments of God. The clause as overthrown by 
aliens should be read as 'like the overthrow of Sodom', and must be 
regarded as an editor's gloss based upon v. 9. 

8. the daughter of Zion is a pictorial reference to the city of 
Jerusalem. The name Zion originally referred to the south-east hill 
of Jerusalem, the area upon which the old Jebusite city had been 
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situated. It came to be applied to the royal quarter of the city, and 
acquired a special religious significance because the temple was 
situated there. Cf. G. Fohrer, TDNT, VII, p. 295, who, however, is 
scarcely correct in seeing the special religious use of the term as a late 
development. like a booth in a vineyard reflects the practice of pre
paring a rough shelter, or booth, made from tree branches covered 
with leaves to protect a vineyard. The watchman could then shelter in 
it in order to guard the ripening crops. 

9. If the LORD of hosts: The entire verse is taken by Barth to be a 
late, exilic, addition in which the condition of Jerusalem after 587 was 
read back into Isaiah's prophecy of 701. This is very probable since it 
introduces an alleviating factor in the prophet's condemnation. The 
title the LORD of hosts is certainly an ancient one which was closely 
associated with the Ark (cf. I Sam. 4 :4; and see 0. Eissfeldt, Kleine 
Schriften, III, pp. 103-23). The hosts originally referred to the armies 
of Israel which he was believed to lead into battle. Later the title came 
to be associated with the 'hosts' of heaven, i.e. the stars, which he had 
created. like Sodom reflects the patriarchal tradition of the overthrow 
of the cities Sodom and Gomorrah recounted in Gen. 19 : 24-29. The 
fate of the two cities had become a proverbial illustration of the reality 
and fearfulness of divine judgment. 

THE WAY OF TRUE RELIGION 

1:10-17 

This, the third saying in the introductory presentation of Isaiah's 
preaching, sets out the classical prophetic teaching on the way of 
repentance and of true obedience. It bears the form of a priestly in
struction, or toriih; cf. J. Begrich, Ges. Stud., pp. 232-6o. The prophet 
imitated the character of this priestly style of speech, although we may 
deduce that he originally addressed it to an audience gathered in the 
temple in Jerusalem. 

10. you rulers of Sodom: The ruling classes of Jerusalem are 
singled out as those chiefly responsible for the city's behaviour, and 
also as those who displayed the greatest zeal in worship. The refer
ence again to Sodom suggests that the catchword principle has been 
applied in linking together the separate sayings of r : 1-26. Alterna
tively, if v. 9 is a gloss, then its introduction could very well have 
been prompted by the reference here. Entirely at variance with the 
way in which the proud rulers of Jerusalem saw themselves, the 
prophet implies that they are in reality as sinful, and as deserving of 
judgment, as were the notorious rulers of the ancient city (cf. Gen. 
19: r-14). 

II. What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? conveys the 
sharp rejection by the prophet of the idea that the simple formal 
observance of ritual and cultic duty would suffice to maintain the 
people in a state of blessedness under God. Not the correctness of 
cultic observance, but a more far-reaching demonstration of obedi-
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ence in turning away from sin was called for by God. Hence the 
prophet was not asserting that the cult had no place in true religion, 
but rather that it could not be used to secure God's protection and 
blessing in contradiction to man's sin. Cf. H. H. Rowley, Worship in 
Ancient Israel, pp. 144ff., and cf. Am. 5 :25; Jer. 7 :22. the fat of fed 
beasts designates animals specially fattened for slaughter. NEB's 
'buffaloes' is not necessary, and is scarcely an improvement. 

12. When you come to appear before me reflects the slight modi
fication of the Hebrew text, which occurs in several instances, where 
the traditional phrase for worshipping 'to see the face (image) of God' 
has been revocalised to read to appear before God. Cf. Exod. 23: 17; 
34: 23 for similar instances and F. Notscher, Das Angesicht Gottes 
S chauen, Wurz burg, 1924, pp. 85ff. The origin of the phrase is certainly 
pre-Israelite and it was clearly felt to assert too crudely the belief in the 
divine presence at a sanctuary. 

13. Incense is an abomination to me: Incense was a common 
accompaniment of worship in antiquity, and appears to have been a 
particularly popular feature of Canaanite religion. As a consequence 
its use was viewed with much suspicion in Israel. The word abomin
ation (Heb. to'e/zah) is a technical term for that which was unfit for use 
in worship, as shown by Lev. 7: 18. New moon and sabbath: The 
conjunction of the two names shows that the sabbath was itself 
originally a lunar (full moon) day. Cf. the Babylonian sapattu, and see 
THAT, II, cols. 863ff. When it came to be linked directly with the 
seventh day rest cycle (Exod. 23: 12; 34 :21), probably not until the 
exilic age, then this rest day acquired the name sabbath. solemn 
assembly: The basic sense of the Heb. word ,a~arah points to 
'restraint' (i.e. from work, and hence from normal secular activities). 
The prophet appears to be making a deliberate play on the association 
of the word for 'iniquity' with the belief in a special power derived 
from God through the cultus. 

15. your hands are full of blood: The metaphor refers to the per
petration of crimes of violence, but the prophet no doubt also had in 
mind that the worshippers would be marked with the bloodstains of 
the sacrificial animals they had slaughtered for use in worship. It 
thereby served to reinforce his accusation that the people were 
burdened with bloodguilt because their actions had brought suffering 
and misery to many. 

16. Wash yourselves: The phrase presents an excellent example of 
the prophet's artistry in finding a deeper significance in a common 
situation. What the worshipper must do is not simply wash his blood
stained hands, but change his whole way of life. With this the prophet 
reaches the climax of his brief torah-instruction to the people. His 
hearers must turn away from evil and re-establish justice in their city. 
Underlying all the prophet's warnings and threats lies this passionate 
appeal for a changed way of life. Although the passage is certainly 
lsaianic in its origin, the redactor who has placed eh. I in its present 
position has seen in this admonitory instruction an appeal of per
manent relevance to Israel. Not only is there need for repentance in 
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times of crisis and national danger, but as a continued, and oft
repeated, way of approach to God. 

17. defend the fatherless: The conjunction of fatherless children 
and widows as classes of people in need of special charitable concern 
is found frequently in the Old Testament (cf. Dt. IO: 18, 24: 17, etc.) 
and was known also in ancient Canaanite society. Cf. E. Harnrner
shaimb, Some Aspects of Old Testament Prophecy, pp. 69ff. It 
undoubtedly reflects a feature of urban life and social grouping in the 
ancient world, where such people had little economic means of sup
port without the husband-father to provide this, and where there was 
no larger 'extended family' to protect them. The case of such people is 
singled out by Isaiah as an illustration of the way in which his con
temporaries displayed their disregard for the deeper requirements of 
true religion. 

IF YOU REFUSE 

1:18-20 

The general theme of the opening chapter is here continued with a 
strong appeal for true repentance and a return to Yahweh with all the 
promise that this brings of well-being. Kaiser regards the section as 
an original continuation of vv. 10-17, but we must rather see in it a 
separate appeal by the prophet, possibly at one time part of a larger 
unit, which has been set here editorially because of its appropriate
ness within the general theme of the chapter. It is set out in the form 
of a court-room appeal, and must reflect ancient Israelite legal 
practice. Cf. H. J. Boecker, Redeformen des Rechtslebens im A.T. 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1964), pp. 68ff. 

18. Come now: The starkness of the two alternatives now set be
fore the accused people leaves indeterminate the question of whether 
the speech as a whole has an admonitory and threatening tone, or a 
reassuring one. Both features are clearly implicit, and such appeals to 
reason out the rights and wrongs of a case must have been common
place in ancient legal proceedings. It is not necessary therefore to see 
a deliberate element of irony in the appeal: 'In view of all this, can 
your sins ... ?' (so B. Duhm). lfwe take v. 18b in a clearly affirmative 
sense, then it asserts that, when the wrongdoer turns from his 
offences, he can find an accepted and happy place in society. Only if he 
persists in his wrongdoing does his guilt become incurable. The 
original date of the prophecy can scarcely be determined, since it 
appears that eh. I has been formed out of sayings uttered during 
different periods of Isaiah's ministry. 

20. you shall be devoured: The threat referred to is evidently a 
military one, and the impersonal passive formulation illustrates finely 
the prophet's technique of saying sufficient to drive home his warn
ing, but not too much lest it should be too easily proved false. There 
are, therefore, no closer details given of whose sword is referred to, or 
when such a threat might be realised. We must, however, reckon that 
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it was the threat from Assyria which the prophet envisaged, most 
probably in the period of the revolt against Sennacherib by Hezekiah 
(705-701). 

THE FAITHFUL CITY 

1:21-28 

The condemnation of the political leaders and officials in Jerusalem, 
the clear implication that it is they who are responsible for the un
healthy state of the moral, social and political life of the city, and the 
threat that they will be removed (vv. 24-26), makes this one of the 
most far-reaching expressions of Isaiah's social criticism. Cf. W. 
Dietrich, pp. 284ff. In several respects it stands somewhat apart from 
the attitude adopted by the prophet elsewhere. Frequently he 
expresses opposition to the policies adopted, and to the behaviour of 
Judah's leaders (cf. 5 : 18-23), but here he points to a more radical 
overthrow of the existing political order. It is the leaders of Jerusalem 
themselves who have become Yahweh's enemies (v. 24), and their 
removal will make way for their replacement by a more just and 
responsible group of counsellors and judges (v. 26). Nowhere is there 
any hint that Judah is endangered by a major threat from an external 
enemy, so we must assume that the Assyrian crisis of the years 705-
701 had not yet arisen. More plausibly we are directed to a much 
earlier time in the prophet's ministry, almost certainly whilst Ahaz 
was still on the throne, so that the period between 733 and 727 is the 
most likely occasion for its delivery. Once again, however, the 
redactor has found in the saying a more lasting and repeatedly applic
able denunciation of Jerusalem's sins. With the Babylonian exile 
behind him, he has found in Isaiah's words some explanation of the 
city's tragic history and also a pledge for its divinely promised future. 

The limit of the original Isaianic saying must be found in vv. 21-26, 
which looked for some radical change in the leadership and govern
ment of Jerusalem in Isaiah's own time. To this saying a later redactor 
has added in vv. 27-28 a generalised formula about the divinely set 
conditions for Jerusalem's well-being. It evidently presupposes that 
Jerusalem had suffered severe setbacks, and that the way forward 
could be pursued only by a deep act of repentance, issuing in a new 
order of justice and righteousness. 

21. the faithful city: The LXX adds 'Zion', thereby establishing the 
city's identification beyond dispute in line with v. 27, but this was 
certainly not necessary to the original prophecy. The expression 
intends a subtle play on the adjective, hinting at an association 
between the ideas of'firmly established' and 'faithful' (in conduct and 
piety). Cities were described in Hebrew as the 'mothers' of those who 
lived in them (cf .. the frequent use of the expression 'daughter of 
Zion' for the inhabitants of Jerusalem), so that the city's unrighteous 
way of life could be vividly portrayed as moral infidelity, i.e. playing 
the harlot. Righteousness lodged with her: An ancient and strongly 
felt association appears to have existed between Jerusalem and the 
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concept of righteousness (Heb. ~edek.). This very probably arose 
through the use of the word feJi.ek as a divine title. Cf. the personal 
names Adonizedek, Zadok, etc. What particular offences the prophet 
had in mind to justify his accusation that the city tolerated murderers 
in its midst is not clear. Either we must think of a relatively high level 
of physical violence which was current in Jerusalem, as in many 
ancient cities. Alternatively it may be, if our linking the prophecy 
with Ahaz's reign is correct, that there had been a number of notori
ous political assassinations. 

23. Your princes are rebels: The reference is to rebellion against 
God and against the just order of society which he demanded, rather 
than to an act of political rebellion against Assyria. The princes were 
not necessarily men of royal descent, although these were certainly 
included, but men of authority who held high civil and military 
administrative posts. Their corruption undermined the entire moral 
fabric of Jerusalem's life, so that the only remedy for the city's ills lay 
in their removal. A typical illustration of their moral obstinacy is 
provided by their lack of concern for the sufferings and misery of 
those in economic need (cf. v. 17 above). 

24. the Mighty One of Israel was a very ancient title for Yahweh, 
the God of Israel (cf. Gen. 49: 24). It was pre-Mosaic in its origin, 
being associated with the patriarch Israel-Jacob, and emphasising the 
divine power and strength under the simile of a bull. Cf. A. Alt, 
Essays on Old Testament History and Religion, Oxford, 1966, pp. 25f. 
By the time of Isaiah the prominent fertility aspects connected with 
this simile had almost entirely receded into its forgotten background 
and pre-history. I will vent my wrath: In this verse the prophet turns 
from invective to direct threat but is careful to avoid introducing 
unnecessary details to explain how, or by whom, the threat would be 
fulfilled. The offending figures would be removed by the action of 
God, although clearly the prophet understood this to be through some 
human agents. We must think of a major internal political change, 
rather than the action of a foreign invader. Cf. Am. 7 : 9 for a com
parable insistence on the divine origin of an act of political overthrow. 

26. I will restore your judges: What this was to mean in precise 
political terms is not made clear. It can hardly refer to the period of the 
'Judges' as such, before David's time, since Isaiah evidently regarded 
David's capture of the city as the time of its true beginning as an 
Israelite fortress and religious centre (cf. 29: I). Yet his awareness of 
the way in which the royal court and its officials were able to manipu
late the social and administrative life of the city to their own advantage 
(cf. 5: 8; IO: I) made it plain to him that only their removal could 
improve the lot of the majority of the city's inhabitants. The judges, 
therefore, would be leaders chosen by the people themselves, rather 
than officials appointed by the crown, with all its potential for corrup
tion. 

27. Zion shall he redeemed: This, and the following v. 28, form an 
addition made to Isaiah's prophecy about the reform of the govern
ment of Jerusalem, and must emanate from a time after 587. 
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Jerusalem had already suffered judgment in the redactor's eyes, and 
he is concerned to spell out clearly the conditions through which the 
restoration of the city's life and well-being could take place. The name 
Zion is now clearly meant to apply to the whole city, but the time of 
its return to normality is felt not yet to have arrived. The time of the 
first half of the fifth century, prior to the coming of Nehemiah to 
Jerusalem, provides the most likely occasion for the addition. 

28. But rebels and sinners shall be destroyed points to a con
tinuing inner tension within the city, with a sense that the final 
purging must still take place. 

THE END OF FALSE WORSHIP 

1:29-31 

These three verses represent an independent addition to the preface to 
the book oflsaiah which constitutes eh. I. Their purpose is to identify 
the particular sin to which the people are tempted as idolatry, by 
especially singling out for punishment those who had participated in 
idolatrous cult practices. They have most probably been composed 
especially for inclusion here, rather than forming a fragment of some 
larger threat which has simply been included at this point. The kind 
of offence referred to bears some comparison with that condemned in 
Isa. 65: 3-5, but in reality the resort to rituals in gardens and groves 
flourished through the entire Old Testament period in a variety of 
forms. It is therefore scarcely possible to identify any one particular 
occasion of special concern with the sin of idolatry. 

29. You shall be ashamed of the oaks: Oaks may be more precisely 
identified as terebinths, which were deciduous trees which enjoyed 
considerable popularity in fertility cult rites, because they were held 
to symbolize the death of the god and his rebirth in the spring. the 
gardens were small cultivated sanctuaries in which the growth of the 
plants was made to express the life and fertility-giving powers of the 
gods. The actual plant life cultivated could be used to symbolize a 
variety of functions associated with the giving of 'life' and 'blessing'. 
Cf. J. Pedersen, Israel, I-II, pp. 314,ff. Different expressions of such a 
cult were to be found in ancient Egypt, Canaan, Phoenicia and Greece, 
and all of them made use of types of 'sympathetic magic'. The threat 
that those who worshipped in this fashion would be ashamed meant 
far more than a loss of prestige, and rather indicated an experience of 
total failure and ruination. Cf. M. A. Klopfenstein, Scham und 
Schande nach dem Alten Testament, A TANT 62, Zurich, 1972, pp. 5off. 

30. like an oak: The prophet uses the picture of the withering of 
leaves of the tree in autumn and winter to express a totally different 
message from that which the worshippers found in its symbolism. 

31. And the strong: 1Qisa adds a suffix here 'and your strong one', 
i.e. 'the strongest of you'. However, this looks like an attempt to 
clarify a reference that was already felt to be obscure. NEB is probably 
correct in recognising that the original reference was to 'the strongest 
tree' so that the sense follows on from the preceding verse quite 
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smoothly. The metaphor of the vigorously growing tree being 
reduced to tow enables the prophet to direct his threat in relation to 
the idolatrous trust shown by his hearers in the life force displayed in 
their tree gardens. 

Prophecies Concerning Judah and Jerusalem: chapters 2-I2 

The appearance of a further heading in 2 : 1, albeit much briefer than 
that given in 1 : 1, provides some clear guide to the way in which the 
present book was put together. Undoubtedly this superscription 
originally formed an opening to a collection of Isaiah's prophecies, 
rather than representing a deliberate repetition of the one that had 
been given earlier in l : I. Moreover we may fairly confidently assert 
that the heading in 2 : I is older than that in 1 : 1, and that the latter was 
added, either along with or subsequent to, the prefacing of eh. l to the 
whole Isaianic collection (at least as far as eh. 32*). H. Barth, pp. 
203ff., gives a considered case for recognising that a major redaction 
and collection of Isaiah's prophecies took place in Josiah's reign (640-
609 BC). The contents of this redaction are to be found in chs. 2-32, 
although later additions are also now included in this. Signs of earlier 
collections of Isaianic prophecies are to be found in 6: 1-8: 18* (see 
below on 6: lff.) and 5: 1-14 :27* (see below on 5: Iff.). For the com
plex redaction-history of Isaiah 1-39, see Introduction, pp. 3ff. 

The superscription of 2: 1 was evidently composed to introduce a 
specific collection of Isaiah's prophecies at a particular phase of their 
redactional history, and it is of singular interest on two counts. The 
first of these is that it interprets Isaiah's prophecies with regard to 
'Judah and Jerusalem', and thereby leaves aside the undoubted wider 
application of many of them to the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
(Ephraim), to Syria, and to other non-Israelite nations. The second 
factor concerning 2: l is that it serves to highlight the fact that 2: 1-
4: 6* comprises a relatively self,ontained collection which very 
directly and specially does relate to the fate of Judah and Jerusalem. In 
this both the opening word of hope in 2 :2-4(5) and the concluding 
promise in 4 : 2-6 concerning the fate of the survivors in Jerusalem are 
reassuring in tone. The intervening material (2: 6-4: 1), however, is 
consistently threatening in tone and warns explicitly of the defeat and 
downfall of Jerusalem through the ravages of war (cf. especially 3 : 25-
26). That we have an authentic nucleus of sayings from Isaiah (although 
2 : 6-22 in particular is in a poorly preserved state) is assured, and so we 
are faced here with the prophet's warnings of the downfall of Jerusalem. 
A later, post-exilic, redactor has then supplemented this at the 
beginning and end in order to affirm that these threats had been 
fulfilled. These reassuring additions most probably stem from the 
fifth century BC. The threatening element of Isaiah's prophecies in 
2: 6-4: 1*, even allowing that it has subsequently been added to, 
appears to be authentic, however. The question then arises whether it 
derives from the early or later period of his ministry. It is abundantly 
clear from the prophecies preserved in chs. 28-31 that Isaiah foretold 
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disaster for Hezekiah and his kingdom at the time of the revolt against 
Sennacherib in the years 705-701. Yet it appears clear, too, from the 
threatening element in 6: 1-8 :18*, that Isaiah also foretold a disastrous 
consequence for Ahaz in the years 733-725, as a result of his appeal to 
Assyria during the crisis surrounding the Syro-Ephraimite war. It is 
in every way plausible that Isaiah had anticipated the ruin of Judah 
and Jerusalem at this time, as 8 :8 very strongly suggests. The likeli
hood is, therefore, that the Isaianic kernel of the threats to Judah and 
Jerusalem expressed in 2: 6-4: 1 belongs to these years. 

If this is the case, then it would also appear likely that the present 
placing of these prophecies before the account of the prophet's call 
has taken place at a particular redactional stage in the composition of 
the book, at a time when a renewed threat to Jerusalem was felt to 
have arisen. This could only have been in the period after 6o5 when 
the Babylonian menace appeared in Judah. We find a similar linking 
of the Isaianic threat to Jerusalem with the disaster of 587 BC in a 
number of redactional comments which have been added post eventum 
(cf. 2: 18-19; 6: 12-13; 8 :22, etc., and see Introduction, pp. 6f.). 

A SECOND SUPERSCRIPTION 

2:1 

The superscription which has been placed here is striking on account 
of the fact that it is specifically addressed to Judah and Jerusalem. 
Precisely what collection of the prophecies it was meant to introduce 
must certainly be related to this. It would appear doubtful that such a 
title was intended to be appropriate to the Josianic Redaction since 
this is so clearly concerned with the wider fate of all Israel, including 
the Northern Kingdom. In fact it would appear to be more probable 
that this superscription was linked directly with the threats to Judah 
and Jerusalem which follow immediately after the promise of 2: 2-5. 
This particular heading, therefore, must have been composed at the 
time when this collection of prophetic threats was used to illuminate 
the experience of what had taken place in 587 BC. Alternatively we 
might date it later still, to the time in the fifth century, when the 
promises were added in 2: 1-4(5) and 4 :2-6. 

2: I. concerning Judah and Jerusalem: Such a title, but in the 
reverse order, appears in Neh. 7 :6, and is striking on account of the 
separation which it assumes between the city and the country. Already 
it suggests that Judah has become a region, to a considerable extent 
economically and politically dependent on Jerusalem. Cf. also 3 : 1 

and the concern with Jerusalem alone in 4 : 2-6. 

THE GLORY OF ZION 

2:2-5 

The portrayal of the exaltation of Mount Zion to become the highest 
of the mountains of the earth is found repeated in Mic. 4: 1 -4, where a 
further concluding verse is added (Mic. 4: 5). There are also a number 
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of relatively minor variations of text. H. Wildberger, VT 7 (1957), pp. 
62-81, and Comm., I, pp. 75ff., has presented a careful defence of the 
claim that the prophecy is authentic to Isaiah, but rests heavily upon 
the theme of'the pilgrimage of the nations to Zion', which he regards 
as a part of the unique cultic tradition of Jerusalem. However, it is 
clear that, whatever traditions may be held to underlie the prophecy, it 
expresses a picture of the future exaltation of Jerusalem and Mount 
Zion, not one that was thought currently to exist, even in a myth
ological frame of reference. Quite certainly, therefore, we must 
ascribe the prophecy to a time after the destruction of Jerusalem in 
587. Cf. especially 0. H. Steck, Friedensvorstellungen im alten 
Jerusalem, TS 111, Zurich, 1972, pp. 69ff., and H. Barth, pp. 222f. (also 
G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology, II, p. 294). The presentation is 
certainly not of a status of pre-eminent exaltation which Mount Zion 
was believed currently to possess, but rather a future promise of a role 
that it would fulfil in the days to come. It may be held to presuppose the 
pictures of the pilgrimage of the nations to Jerusalem found in Isa. 
45: 14-23; 6o: 1-18; 61 : 5-7. ltdraws upon traditions of great antiquity 
concerning the myth of the cosmic mountain which stood at the centre 
of the world, and from which the divine order and truth were given to 
the world. Cf. R. J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the 
Old Testament, pp. 131ff. Here, however, such images furnished by 
ancient tradition have been made into a genuine prophecy concerning 
the special role that Jerusalem was to play in bringing peace and 
blessing to the nations through Israel. It expresses a softening and 
re-minting of the imperialistic notion of a world capital into the more 
positively religious idea of a centre to which the nations come to find 
truth, justice and peace. 

The date of the prophecy cannot easily be determined with pre
cision, but the early post-exilic period, probably the early fifth cen
tury, is most likely. It expresses the prophetic eschatological vision 
which eventually prompted the political and social rebuilding of 
Jerusalem under Ezra and Nehemiah. We may compare the hope pro
claimed in Hag. 2 : 7. It has been placed here at the very beginning of 
the collection of Isaianic prophecies contained in 2-32* in order to 
provide a thematic message of hope concerning Jerusalem to show 
that this lies firmly and positively in the future, beyond the words of 
threat and judgment contained in the book, especially in chs. 2-5. 
The authors of the prophecy clearly regarded this judgment as having 
been fulfilled through the catastrophe of 587. 

2. In the latter days: The expression is a recurrent formula for the 
introduction of prophetic messages of hope about the future. It is a 
broad, and relatively undefined, reference to the exact period of time 
when the change will take place, and means rather loosely 'in the 
future'. Later there emerged with apocalyptic a more rigid expectation 
that the future was divided into fixed ages, and that the final exaltation 
of Jerusalem (and Israel) would only take place at 'the end time', and 
already such an idea appears to be implied by LXX's translation. How
ever, this is not the expectation entertained here. 
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the highest of the mountains: Mount Zion, the temple mountain of 
Jerusalem, is not especially high, but the hope foretold here has 
arisen in consequence of the belief that it would become the great 
'world-mountain' at the centre of the earth, which joined heaven to 
earth. Cf. R. J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, pp. 156ff. Hence it was 
the point through which the divine truth and order for the peace of 
the world could be brought down to man. For the traditions which 
underlie this prophetic promise, cf. PS. 48: 3, Ezek. 40: 2, and H.-J. 
Kraus, Worship in Israel, Oxford, 1966, pp. 183ff. In the author's 
reinterpretation the ancient mythological idea has been transformed 
into a more directly religious and theological one concerning the role 
of Jerusalem among the nations of the world. 
and all the nations: Mic. 4: 1 reads 'peoples' here and 'many nations' 
in the following verse, and this may well represent more correctly the 
older form of the text. God's rule is to extend, not only over his 
people Israel, but over all those nations of the world who are to 
become submissive to his government. The implication is clearly that 
a world-wide reign of peace will be inaugurated. Cf. H. Schmid, 
Salam, 'Frieden' im a/ten Orient und im A/ten Testament, SBS 51, 
Stuttgart, 1971, pp. 62ff. 

The origin of the imagery must certainly lie in the imperialistic 
claims of the Davidic monarchy from Jerusalem (cf. Ps. 2: 8-9; 76: 3-
6), but this has been transformed by the prophet into a more genu
inely religious notion of an age of world-wide peace, based on the 
righteousness and justice of the divine rule of Yahweh. 

3. and many peoples shall come: The identity of the many 
peoples is not specified, and we may naturally think first of all of 
nations bordering upon Judah, or even those who had at one time 
formed a part of the kingdom of David (cf. 2 Sam. 8: 1-14; Am. 9: 12). 
However, it is clear from the overall range of the vision that the 
reference is to 'all nations', and that a universal era of peace is en
visaged. that he may teach us his ways: Nothing is said about what 
8gency, or institution, is to serve to bring a knowledge of God's ways 
to men. It is possible that either a priestly declaration of divine toriih 
from the temple was in mind, or a prophetic revelation of God's 'plan', 
but most probably we should think of a tradition of an administration 
of justice and law through the divinely appointed (Davidic) king. Cf. 
Ps. IOI : 8. By the time of the prophecy, however, it is probable that 
the expectation of restoring the Davidic monarchy had faded and a 
more direct, theocratic, government was anticipated. The word law 
(Heh. torah) includes more than juridical legislation, and must here 
cover the belief that a divine decision, or 'plan' (Heb. 'isah), could be 
given to arbitrate between disputes among nations, reridering resort 
to war unnecessary. 

4. He shall judge: The idea is not of passing judgment upon the 
nations for their rebellion against God, but rather of the settlement of 
disputes which arose between nations. and they shall beat their 
swords is a vivid image of the abandoning of warfare as a way of 
settling disagreements, since the latter will have become obsolete as a 
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method of diplomacy. Instead weapons will be adapted for peaceful 
purposes. The saying evidently acquired (or possibly had already 
acquired) a proverbial currency, since it is used to describe exactly the 
reverse proceeding, from peace to war, in Jl 3: 10. 

5. 0 house of Jacob represents a concluding appeal by the redactor 
to the reader to become obedient to God so that the longed-for age of 
world peace might be hastened in. Evidently the appeal already hints 
in the direction that the eschatological hope set before Israel, and all 
Jews scattered among the nations, could be brought in more swiftly if 
a genuine repentance and turning back to Yahweh were shown. A 
rather different conclusion is presented in Mic. 4: 5, and the picture of 
each person enjoying the fruits of peace given in Mic. 4 :4 is absent 
from the Isaianic version. Overall it appears that the prophecy has 
been composed earlier than the time of its inclusion in either the 
Isaiah or Micah prophetic collections and has been adapted to each 
because of the importance in them of the threat of Jerusalem's de
struction (cf. Isa. 3 : 1ff.; Mic. 3 : 12). 

THE HUMILIATION OF THE PROUD 

2:6-22 

With this prophecy we begin an important series of threats against 
Judah, and Jerusalem in particular, which extends from 2 : 6 to 4 : 1, 
and which has been rounded off by the insertion of the hopeful 
prophecy in 4 :2-6. Like the introductory message of future hope in 
2: 1-5, this promise is not from Isaiah himself, but has been intro
duced after the exilic period to show that the threats to Jerusalem in 
2 : 6-4 : I were regarded as fulfilled by the destruction and defeat of the 
city in 587. We are left then with an important series of threats, which 
focus especially upon the overthrow of Jerusalem and its civil and 
political leaders (especially 3: 1-5). The question arises why they have 
been placed here and set as a kind of preface to the much larger 
redactional unit 5:1-14:27*, which incorporates the prophet's 
account of his call. Already we have noted that this must be a con
sequence of the belief that these threats to Jerusalem had acquired a 
new significance at a later time than that to which Isaiah originally 
addressed them. What this later time was cannot be in doubt, since it 
must have been when a new threat to Jerusalem had arisen from the 
Babylonians. The positioning of 2 : 6-4: 1 as a preface to a collection of 
Isaiah's prophecies, in which the fate of Jerusalem formed a promi
nent subject, took place after 587 BC. We have further evidence in eh. 
39 ( = 2 Kg. 20 : 12-19) that the disastrous fate suffered by Jerusalem at 
the hands of the Babylonians (in that case after 598; see below, pp. 
293f.) was felt to cast a new light on the interpretation of Isaiah's 
prophecies. Furthermore, it is most probable that the prophecy in 
2 :6-22 has been added to after 587, especially in vv. 18 and 19. In 
connection with the prophet Micah, who also delivered a threat 
against Jerusalem in the eighth century (Mic. 3: 9-12), we find from 
Jer. 26: 18 that this was believed to have taken on a fresh importance 
in the light of what happened to Jerusalem in 587. 
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The question remains of the situation to which Isaiah himself had 
originally addressed his threats of a military defeat facing Jerusalem. 
Only two possibilities seriously present themselves. The first relates 
to the time after Ahaz had spurned Isaiah's advice and had appealed to 
Assyria during the Syro-Ephraimite crisis. 8 : 8 shows that Isaiah did 
expect a disastrous outcome to arise as a consequence of this (cf. also 
8: 14f.), and would point to a belief that Judah remained threatened 
throughout the latter years of Ahaz's reign. We should then place 
these threats in the years from 733 to 725. Dietrich, pp., 133ff., 195, 
would prefer to locate these threatening prophecies in the time of 
Hezekiah's rebellion against Sennacherib in the years 705-701, to 
which the threatening prophecies of chs. 28-31 must be ascribed. 
This remains a possibility, but the earlier date appears the more 
probable. The present position of the threats contained in 2 : 6-4: 1 

may then be accounted for on the recognition that a new vitality and 
force had been given to them at the time of the threat from Babylon in 
598 and 587. Old prophecies had been applied to new situations. We 
may then conclude that these threats, which have undergone some 
measure of expansion, were originally delivered by Isaiah in the wake 
of Ahaz's appeal to Assyria during the Syro-Ephraimite crisis. In con
sequence of that appeal, not only did the Northern Kingdom suffer 
irreparable ruination, but Judah also was severely reduced in size and 
Ahaz became a vassal of the Assyrian throne. The prophecy of 2: 6-22 
is in a rather damaged state of preservation, so far as the text is con
cerned, and it has undoubtedly undergone a considerable measure of 
expansion. Several scholars have sought, with the aid of substantial 
textual emendation, to find an original unity, which can be divided 
into strophes (cf. Kaiser, Eichrodt, and see R. Davidson, VT 16 
(1966), pp. 1-7). However, the unevenness of the material can be 
better explained as a result of the progressive expansion of an original 
Isaianic unit of smaller compass (Barth, pp. 222f.). At most we might 
deduce that two separate prophecies, one against the proud and the 
other against idolatry, have become intertwined. Yet this is improb
able, and we can find the original Isaianic unit in vv. ro, 12-17, which 
calls upon the people to flee from Yahweh because he has a day 
against all that is proud and complacent in rejecting him. This has 
then been enlarged by the addition of vv. 7-8a, 9a. Subsequently 
further additions have been made condemning idolatry in vv. 18, 20-
22, and v. 19 has been developed as a rather literal understanding of 
the poetic image ofv. ro. 

6. For thou hast rejected thy people: The saying presupposes that 
the judgment consequent upon this divine rejection had befallen the 
people so that the time when this verse (and v. 8b) was added is hard 
to determine. Clearly Judah is already felt to be suffering under judg
ment. The opening particle For (Heb. ki) is best taken in an 
asseverative sense, 'Surely', rather than as a connective to a preceding 
description of judgment which must be supposed to have fallen out. 
The phrase thy people contrasts with the authentic Isaianic pointer to 
such rejection with the sharply hostile 'this people' of6: 10. The word 
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diviners is missing in the Hebrew text and must be restored with the 
aid of Targ. The polemic against the semi-magical activities of divi
nation and soothsaying marks a new element in prophetic invective. 
The particular association of such practices with the Philistines is also 
novel. All such practices are sharply condemned and outlawed in Dt. 
18: 9ff. That they were a foreign importation into Judah need not be 
doubted, but they were certainly semi-religious activities which 
enjoyed great popularity throughout most of the ancient orient. strike 
hands with foreigners refers to the negotiation of business with 
foreigners, which would have involved the sealing of an oath by a 
ceremony of striking of the hands together by those making the deal. 
When such extensive involvement in foreign business deals was 
current in Judah is not easily determined, but we may think of 
Nehemiah's age and the religious problems to which this gave rise 
(Neh. 13: 15-29). 

7. Their land is filled: Vv. 7-Sa, together with 9a may be regarded 
as the first of the secondary expansions which have been made to the 
prophecy of vv. 10, 12-17. The implication of the reference to the 
abundance of silver and gold is that this wealth has had an adverse 
effect upon the life of the people, by encouraging them into apostasy. 
Again the situation dealt with by Nehemiah would be appropriate for 
such a condemnation. filled with horses can scarcely point to the 
military use of the horse, but must rather indicate .the presence of 
numbers of trading caravans passing through Judah, bringing foreign 
merchandise including items regarded as idolatrous in their nature. 

8. filled with idols: The association of wealth with idolatry was 
later to lead to the interpretation that desire for possessions was itself 
a form of idolatry (cf. Col. 3: 5). Here, however, it was an inevitable 
development of trade between Judah and foreign nations that it 
should have brought in objets d'art of a religious nature. they bow 
down: must represent a further addition to v. Sa, designed to stress 
that it was not simply the possession of such illicit images that consti
tuted Judah's sin, but an active veneration of them. The implicit 
rejection of the religious use of images because they are made by 
human hands must presuppose the anti-idolatry polemic of Isa. 44 : 
9-20. 

9. So man is humbled: The introduction of the reference here to 
the humbling of men is dependent upon the original Isaianic saying 
in v. 17, where it was not connected specifically with idolatry, but 
with pride in all human achievements. The redactor who has added v. 
9a has drawn out the lesson that man humbles himself by his foolish 
resort to idolatry. The sudden appeal to God-forgive them not!-is 
a yet later editorial comment intended to stress the heinousness of the 
sin of idolatry. 

10. Enter into the rock commences the original Isaianic saying 
which conveys a threatening message by appealing to the hearers to 
flee from the wrath of God by hiding in rocks and holes. It is delib
erately ironic, since it fully recognises the impossibility of the notion 
that man can escape from God (cf. Am. 9 :2-4). When he finally 
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chooses to act against those who have made themselves his enemies 
they will find that they are powerless to escape his judgment. the 
terror of the LORD designates the presence and activity of God, but, 
in accord with prophetic convention, takes it for granted that this 
manifestation of divine wrath will operate through human agents. 

1 I. The haughty looks of man: V. 1 I is certainly an addition which 
now breaks up the connection between vv. 10 and 12-17. It introduces 
the rather trivial lesson that men will lose all their proud looks when 
Yahweh's day of judgment comes. The idea that a proud and arrogant 
bearing would be justly punished by being turned to shame and 
humiliation is a popular and frequent feature of proverbial wisdom 
teaching (cf. Prov. II :2; 13: 10; 16: 18, and J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah and 
Wisdom, pp. 105f.). in that day is a broad and loosely defined reference 
to the time of the corning day of judgment, and now rather anticipates 
the reference to the Day of the LORD which follows in vv. 12-17. 

12. For the LORD of hosts has a day: For the divine title, see on 
1 : 9. The assumption that men must expect a coming Day of the 
LORD, and that this will be a time of punishment upon evil, relates 
closely to Am. 5 : 18-20. To what extent it indicates a familiarity with 
the sayings of Amos on the part oflsaiah (as R. Fey, Amos undJesaja, 
pp. 77ff.), is far from clear, since there are undoubted differences of 
emphasis. Certainly, however, the idea of a special Day of Yahweh 
took its origin in the cultus with the belief that in the great Autumn 
(New Year) Festival he appeared to renew the life and welfare of his 
people (cf. JI 1: 15; 2: II). With Isaiah the reference is not primarily to 
this special festival day, but to the future time when he would inter
vene to act in judgment against sinners. The threat here must be 
directed at Judah and Jerusalem, as the entire context shows, and 
especially at the proud leaders and rulers of the people, who must 
now face judgment. The association with the threat contained in 3: 1-
5, therefore, must be an intentional feature of the redaction. all that is 
lifted up and high follows the LXX, since the Heb. has 'all that is lifted 
up and low', which cannot be correct. 

13. lofty and lifted up must certainly be removed as a mistaken 
repetition. It overloads the line and breaks up the parallelism of the 
verse. The threatening note of vv. 12-17 is enhanced by the cumu
lative effect of listing poetically examples of features possessing great 
height and grandeur. The implication is that men, especially the king 
and princes of Judah, who had by their actions set themselves up 
against God, must expect the same crushing downfall that could 
take effect in the natural order against all that was beautiful and 
exalted. 

16. ships of Tarshish: These were merchant ships, the name 
Tarshish, which means 'refinery', being applied to more than one 
ancient location. Primarily it was used of Tartessus in Spain, which 
may be the intended reference here. Cf. 1 Kg. 10:22, and see U. 
Tiickholm, 'Tarsis, Tartessos und die Saulen des Heracles', Opuscula 
Romana 5 (1965), pp. 143-90. However it is not necessary to suppose 
that any one particular location was intended here. beautiful craft: 
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The Heb. s'/giyy61. is to be connected with the Egyptian sk.tj, 'ship' 
(K-B, p. 921). The picture envisaged in vv. 12-17 is ofa storm sweep
ing down from Lebanon, destroying the fortresses, trees and ships 
along the coastal plain, and extending into the very southernmost part 
of Judah. 

17. the haughtiness of man: The sin of pride, and especially of an 
arrogant disregard of God (hybris), became in Isaiah the fullest illus
tration of man's attempts to live and control his life without regard 
for God. In prophecy more generally it appears prominently in 
prophecies against foreign nations (cf. espec. Isa. 14; Ezek. 27-28). 

18. And the idols: The glossator has added in v. 18 a rather prosaic 
and obvious note respecting the idols mentioned in v. 8. When 
Yahweh's judgment falls, idols will be ofno avail to men. 

19. the terror of the LORD: This further addition points to a rather 
literal interpretation of the call to flee from Yahweh's wrath made in 
v. 10. It appears to have in mind a military situation when the citizens 
of Judah had been forced to hide in caves from an attacking army. 

20. In that day: Vv. 20-22 are an addition to the original prophecy, 
almost certainly made in the post-exilic age, to describe the effects of 
the Day of the LORD upon the life of men. It has a pronouncedly 
eschatological character, and awaits this final day of divine judgment, 
not upon Judah and Jerusalem only, but rather upon men in general. 
All those who have resorted to idols will be punished for this, and the 
final appearing of God (v. 21) now seems to be taken in the sense of a 
great theophany in which at last the full divine reality will be dis
closed to all men. 

22. Turn away from man contains a brief appeal to the reader not 
to let himself be impressed by men and all their achievements, but 
rather to heed the warning contained in the preceding prophecy that 
all man's works will eventually come to judgment. Man himself is a 
creature, dependent upon air to breathe, who must eventually 
succumb to death. In contrast to the eternal God he is of no account. 

THE COMING ANARCHY 

3:1-12 

The message contained in this section is clear and unequivocal. 
Jerusalem and Judah are about to face a time of great deprivation and 
suffering, which will result in a state of anarchy. Famine will reign 
over the land, and there will be a loss of all responsible leadership, so 
that even the poorest will be elevated to the position of counsellors 
and leaders. The entire pronouncement is summed up effectively in 
v. 8: Jerusalem has stumbled and Judah has fallen. The picture 
overall is a vivid forecast of coming confusion and dismay, leading on 
to anarchy and chaos. The reason is made plain in v. 8: their speech 
and their deeds are against Yahweh. The picture of the internal 
decay of the nation and city presupposes the pressure from some 
external threat, and here we must certainly think of that posed by the 
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Assyrians after Ahaz had become their vassal. The leaders of the people 
had led the nation astray; by their arrogant confidence in their own 
policies and by seeking their own advantage alone, they had sold the 
people into ruin. The situation would be the same as that presupposed 
in 8: 5-8. The leaders of Jerusalem have embarked upon a policy 
which will bring them and their city to destruction. The original 
prophecy is to be found in vv. 1-9a, and vv. 9b, 10-11 are later 
additions which develop the theme that God punishes the wicked but 
blesses the righteous. The aim of this expansion has been to use the 
prophecy as a more general illustration of the working of divine 
retribution, and especially to show that there is hope for the righteous 
(v. 10). The concluding note of lamentation draws from the threat 
contained in v. 4 and sees it as already fulfilled in his own day through 
the unworthy and unsuitable leaders who exercise control over the 
people. When such people have power, what hope can there be for the 
people who are dependent upon them? 

1. For, behold, the LORD, the LORD of hosts: The introductory 
for is superfluous and must probably be regarded here as a connective 
which has been introduced editorially in order to link the prophecy 
with what precedes. Cf. above, on 2: 12. The stay and staff are meta
phors of the military and political rulers of Judah, described more 
fully in vv. 2-3. Hence the two lines which follow and interpret them 
differently: the whole stay of bread, and the whole stay of water must 
be an editorial gloss which has come in in order to link the prophecy 
with a situation of famine brought about by siege. In this case it is 
probable that the words have been introduced post eventum to connect 
the saying with the siege of Jerusalem in 587. 

2. the mighty man and the soldier: The two classes of soldier are 
referred to again in conjunction in Ezek. 39: 10; JI 2: 7; 4: 9. The 
former were certainly professional troops, whereas in some, if not in 
all cases where the latter are mentioned, these were private citizens 
who were called upon for military service in time of war. Cf. R. de 
Vaux, Ancient Israel, London, 1961, pp. 218£. The diviner receives a 
very unexpected mention, and this may be related to the additional 
references to these which have been made in 2 : 6. Undoubtedly 
diviners were regarded as an important adjunct to military campaigns 
and strategy in the ancient world, although their presence in any 
official capacity in ancient Judah appears unlikely in view of Dt. 18: 9-
14. No doubt Isaiah was simply reflecting a widespread ancient 
practice in referring to such in Jerusalem, but that such figures 
operated in the city without public interference is highly likely. For 
the captain of fifty (v. 3) we may compare 2 Kg. r :9, where he appears 
as a relatively junior military officer. The man of rank (Heb. literally 
'uplifted of face') was a person who had some recognised status at the 
royal court such as Naaman (2 Kg. 5: I) at the Syrian court. For the 
role of the counsellor, cf. P. A. H. De Boer, VT Supp. III, Leiden, 
1955, pp. 42-71. The skilful magician (Heb. l_uiras; cf. Aramaic l;arsa, 
'magical art') was a person expert in various kinds of magical tech
niques. Here they must undoubtedly have been thought to be con-
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nected with obtaining oracles. The expert in charms, was a person 
skilled in incantations, and who was believed thereby to be able to 
cast spells on people and so undermine their strength and rational 
faculties. It is improbable that Isaiah had any clear intention of 
singling out different types of magical art. Rather he was concerned to 
assert that all the customary sources of guidance and advice would 
cease to be available to the people. They would fall into total con
fusion because of the lack of any kind of counsel upon which they 
could rely. His purpose was not to comment or reflect upon the 
capabilities of such people, but rather to insist that they would simply 
cease to be available, whatever people thought about their services. 

4. And I will make boys: The prophet did not have in mind any 
special boy prince, but was pointing to the future time when there 
would be a total lack of competent leadership. In the situation 
envisaged by Isaiah the leaders and rulers of Judah had sealed their 
own fate by the policy of rebellion against Assyria which they had 
advocated. They would therefore be the first to suffer judgment, 
leaving the people leaderless, and sinking into anarchy. 

6. When a man takes hold: Because there would not be any 
accepted and accredited leaders for the people, even a relatively trivial 
symbol of wealth such as a mantle would be sufficient cause for a 
person to be regarded as a leader. The prophet gives voice to an 
element of irony in drawing attention to the heap of ruins which 
Judah would become in the time of retribution, and also no doubt in 
ridiculing the depths of poverty to which the people would sink. It 
would become unusual for citizens to possess anything at all! 

7. I will not be a healer: The word means literally 'one who binds 
up (wounds)', but is applied here metaphorically to the process of 
attempting to revitalise the ruined nation. This is preferable to 
connecting it with 'binding (a turban)'. 

8. For Jerusalem has stumbled: The picture is of a man falling 
headlong on the road, and is used to describe what had already taken 
place so far as Jerusalem was concerned. By their actions the city's 
rulers had chosen the way to ruin and destruction. Evidently it was 
not the flamboyant way of life of the rulers, but the disastrous policies 
they had advocated which the prophet condemned. defying his 
glorious presence: The Hebrew is literally 'rebelling against the eyes 
(presence) of his glory', but the defectively written 'eyes' is certainly 
wrong. Either it is to be deleted altogether (so Kaiser), or more 
probably it is a scribal error for p'ne (presence). The rulers had chosen 
a policy which the prophet regarded as in open defiance of God (cf. 
8: 12). 

9. Their partiality witnesses: The error of the leaders is here 
ascribed to their corrupt manner of showing favouritism towards 
particular individuals. What exactly was being referred to is not clear, 
since the prophet's attack is certainly directed against something more 
than mere court favouritism. Rather we may conclude that forms of 
bribery and corruption had been employed to silence any opposing 
voices. The fact that the leaders had been compelled to resort to such 
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behaviour was an open condemnation of their rottenness. like Sodom 
is certainly a gloss by a scribe, who has no doubt been influenced by 
the comparison of Jerusalem with Sodom in r : 10. 

Woe to them!. V. 9b, together with vv. 10-II, form an editorial 
comment, couched in the style of a Wisdom saying, and drawing 
general conclusions from the prophet's condemnation of Judah and 
its rulers. It reasserts the proverbial dictum that God rewards each 
person according to his deeds, the righteous with prosperity and the 
wicked with ruination. Its purpose here is not simply to establish a 
general application, but more specifically to show that those who had 
suffered in Jerusalem had deserved their fate. Smee it was not the 
divine will to destroy the righteous with the wicked (cf. Gen. 18 :23), 
there must be hope for Jerusalem and its inhabitants if they pursued 
righteousness. 

12. My people-children are their oppressors: NEB has 'money
lenders strip my people bare, and usurers lord it over them'; cf. G. R. 
Driver, JTS 38 (1937), p. 38. Instead of women (Heb. nasim), we 
should read 'usurers', as attested by LXX and Targ. The verse has been 
introduced as an expression of lament that the threat expressed in v. 5 
has been realised in the oppressive leadership inflicted on the people. 

FURTHER CONDEMNATION OF THE RULERS OF JERUSALEM 

3:13-15 

The theme of misgovernment is here taken up afresh in a further 
piece of invective addressed to the elders and officials of Judah. It is 
their misdeeds which have made necessary the punishment which 
will shortly come. As in the case of I : 2-3 and 18-20, the language and 
formal structure have been borrowed from the speech-forms of civil 
lawsuits. The borrowing is quite direct, and does not suggest any 
mediation through a cultic lawsuit, or a knowledge of the conventions 
of international treaties (see above on I: 18-20). The point of the 
prophet's attack is that the elders and princes oppress the poor, 
apparently by forms of extortion and abuse of the laws of debt (v. 14). 
Cf. W. Dietrich, pp. 44, 49f. Hence the point of the prophet's 
condemnation is different from that in vv. I-II, where it is the 
policies adopted in international relations which appear to be upper
most in the prophet's mind. Nevertheless it is probable that the 
prophecy comes from a similar period in Isaiah's ministry, although 
this cannot be closely determined. Both in the reign of Ahaz, 
especially in the aftermath of the Syro-Ephraimite war, and again 
during the latter part of Hezekiah's reign, Isaiah had much cause to 
condemn the attitude and policies of the leaders of Jerusalem, and to 
warn them of the dire judgment that they were heaping upon them
selves. No serious reason exists for doubting its origin from Isaiah. 

13. The LORD has taken his place to contend: The imagery of a 
l~wsuit (Heb. rill.; cf. B. Gemser, VT Supp. III, pp. 120-37), is con
sistently maintained throughout vv. 13-15. The picture is of God 
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standing up to present his charge against the elders and officials of 
Judah. to contend could be better translated as 'to present his case 
(against)'. to judge his people: MT has 'peoples', but RSV is correct in 
following LXX and reading the singular with suffix. F. Hesse, ZA W 65 
(1953), p. 48, defends the reading of the plural on the grounds that the 
prophet was assuming the role of a cult-prophet addressing non
Israelite nations, but this does not fit the context, which is explicitly 
directed against the rulers of Judah. 

14. with the elders and princes: The ruling classes are assumed by 
Isaiah to bear responsibility for the behaviour of the people as a 
whole. More particularly, however, they are guilty because they have 
oppressed those for whom they should have been concerned, and to 
whom they should have shown charity. devoured the vineyard: The 
metaphor of Israel as a vineyard is developed more extensively in 
5 : I -7. A wild animal let loose in a vineyard could obviously wreak 
great havoc. The meaning of the verb translated 'devoured' (Heb. 
bi'er; K-B, p. 140, suggest 'to burn up') is not entirely clear, but the 
context requires the sense approximating to 'lay waste, destroy'. 

15. What do you mean: This is the rendering in accordance with 
the Q"re' reading of MT. The title the Lord Goo of hosts appears to 
be unnaturally long, and many commentators would delete the name 
Lord as a secondary addition. The entire clause is lacking in LXX. 

JUDGMENT UPON THE PROUD WOMEN OF JERUSALEM 

3:16-24 

The theme of coming judgrnent on Jerusalem, and especially upon its 
wealthier upper classes, is carried further here with an indictment (v. 
r6) and threat (vv. 17, 24) directed against the wealthy and proud 
women of the city. Into this a later hand has inserted in vv. 18-23 a 
lengthy catalogue of the clothing and adornments worn by such 
women. This addition is of uncertain date and origin, and has oc
casioned much discussion on account of the difficulty of identifying 
the separate items of finery. The . original prophecy belongs un
doubtedly to Isaiah, and fits alongside other sayings condemning the 
ruling classes of Jerusalem (cf. Dietrich, pp. 255f.). Its precise time of 
origin cannot be identified, but the period of 733 to 727 would appear 
to be most appropriate. 

16. the daughters of Zion. The title evidently refers to the wealthier 
women of Jerusalem (cf. also 4 :4; Ca. 3: II), and may have been 
chosen because Zion was the area of the city on which the royal palace 
stood, and where most probably other pretentious houses could be 
found. The opulence of these elicited the prophet's scorn, and marks 
a point .of similarity with the preaching of Amos (Am. 4: 1-3; cf. R. 
Fey, Amos und Jesaja, p. 79). The flamboyant behaviour of the 
women attracted the prophet's attention and indignation, when con
trasted with the abject poverty that existed in the city (vv. 14f.). The 
reference to such people scarcely warrants the deduction of itself that 
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Isaiah himself belonged to the upper section of the Jerusalem pop
ulation, although this may have been the case. glancing wantonly 
(Heb. m'§aqq'rol) appears to imply that the women made seductive 
gestures to passing men. More probably the verb means 'painted, 
made up' (cf. Arab. saqira). mincing along indicates walking with 
short steps like a child (on account of their style of dress?), and the 
tinkling sound was made by wearing metal bands around their ankles, 
all intended further to attract masculine attention. 

17. the Lord will smite with a scab reveals how the prophet 
matches his threat of coming punishment to fit the particular form of 
vanity and self-aggrandisement displayed by the women of Jerusalem. 
When God punishes them they will lose all their finery, and will 
instead suffer the humiliations of rape, dirt and disease. The cause of 
this suffering is not mentioned, but the prophet was clearly implying 
that the women would be taken as prisoners of war, as in the compar
able threat in Am. 4 :2-3. This making of the punishment fit the 
offence is not to be traced to any fixed doctrine of an inner principle of 
retribution at work in the world, but rather to a poetic sense of justice. 
Cf. F. Horst, Gottes Recht (TB I2) Munich, 1961, pp. 235-59; THAT, 
II, cols. 507-30. Instead of will lay bare their secret parts, G. R. 
Driver, JTS 38 (1937), p. 38, suggests 'will shave their foreheads' 
(Akk. putu(m) 'forehead'). 

18. In that day marks the typical connecting phrase of an editor, 
who here elaborates on the various items of women's clothing and 
adornment that will be lost. The purpose of the addition would appear 
to be to mark out certain items of feminine dress and make-up as 
contrary to the true divine order. Their wrongfulness would appear to 
have been found in their being luxuries, and consequently symbols of 
disregard for the poor. They were certainly not all worn at the same 
time, and their precise identification is, in several instances, dis
puted. For the various items, cf. IDB, I, p. 871. The headbands and 
the crescents were very similar items of dress, the former being 
plaited, or woven out of wool, and the latter beaten from metal. It is 
quite probable that some of the items mentioned were associated with 
magic, and so represented an element of charm-symbolism. How
ever, this does not appear to have been the redactor's main point 
of objection. This was certainly in the element of love of luxury 
which they displayed. Trust in human beauty could signify a lack of 
regard for God. 

19. scarfs: NEB 'coronets'. 
20. the sashes: NEB 'necklaces'; the perfume boxes. NEB 

'lockets' (Heb. batte hannepes, literally 'houses of the person'.) 
22. and the handbags: NEB 'flounced skirts'. 
24. Instead of perfume: This verse represents the original con

tinuation of v. 17 and elaborates upon the theme of the coming 
degradation to be experienced by the women of Jerusalem when 
disaster overtakes their city. Continuing with a pattern of threat based 
on a poetic sense of justice, Isaiah establishes a vivid contrast between 
their present confidence and beauty and the coming shame and 
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wretchedness. instead of well-set hair: The Syriac has a slightly 
briefer text, but the sense is clear. instead of beauty, shame: The 
rendering of the NEB, 'and branding instead of beauty', is almost 
certainly more original. The clause is missing altogether in LXX and 
Vulg. 

THE FATE OF THE WOMEN 

3:25-4:1 

The theme of the coming punishment of Jerusalem is now continued 
by the inclusion of a threat to Zion in the form of an elegy. The city is 
portrayed as a woman who is about to suffer the death of her husband, 
and the agony and shame of her forthcoming widowhood is vividly 
described. The passage must certainly be regarded as separate from 
what precedes it, although it has a connection through the basic 
similarity of subject matter. Its authentic Isaianic origin has not gone 
uncontested, and such a brief unit suggests that it may have been 
preserved in only a fragmentary way. It expresses more categorically 
than many comparable passages that the coming divine judgment on 
Jerusalem will be accomplished by the defeat of the city in battle (v. 
25). 

25. Your men: The transition into direct second-person address to 
the city is striking. It marks the beginning of a new unit, although the 
use of the third person, her gates, of Jerusalem in the following verse 
suggests that the use of the second-person form in v. 25 is the work of 
a redactor who has established a connection with the invective that 
precedes in vv. 16-24. The explicitness of the threat of the downfall of 
Jerusalem in a battle most probably belongs to the period 733-725, 
if the saying is authentic. More probably, however, a redactor has 
inserted such a dire pronouncement here in order to make clear 
how the punishment alluded to poetically in vv. 16-24 was to be 
accomplished. 

26. And her gates takes up the image of 'the daughter of Jerus
alem', picturing the city as a young woman, whose husband has been 
killed in battle. 

4 : 1 And seven women shall take hold: The metaphorical imagery 
is now abandoned, and the real fate of the women of Jerusalem who 
will see their husbands killed is described. The slaughter in battle 
will be such that few men will survive, so that large numbers of 
women will be left childless, and without husbands. In order to 
remove the social stigma attaching to childlessness they will waive 
aside all the usual expectations and responsibilities demanded of a 
husband in marriage. All they will ask is that a man should be willing 
to father children for them. By such a portrayal of human misery the 
condemnation of the women of Jerusalem, which began with Isaiah's 
threat in vv. 16-17, 24 is brought to a close. The coming fate of 
Jerusalem is made unmistakably plain. 
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THE REMNANT IN JERUSALEM 

4:2-6 

The portrayal in these verses of a purged and purified remnant of the 
population of Jerusalem enjoying the special protection of God stands 
in marked contrast to all that has come before it in 2: 6-4: 1. Virtually 
all modern commentators (Fohrer, Kaiser, Wildberger, Schoors, 
Eichrodt) have argued that these verses do not come from Isaiah, and 
this verdict must unquestionably be upheld. They are a later post-exilic 
addition which has been introduced by a late redactor of the book in 
order to show that the threat to Jerusalem had passed. The reason for 
such an addition is scarcely to be ascribed purely to liturgical needs 
(so Wildberger), but belongs to the wider process of establishing an 
ongoing and lasting meaning to prophecy. The aim here has certainly 
been to show that Jerusalem had been justly threatened with punish
ment by God, but that this punishment had befallen the city in its 
tragic history from 587 and after, and that the time of this punishment 
would shortly be complete. The opening phrase in that day, there
fore, points forward to a corning dawn of salvation for Jerusalem, after 
which it would be the object of a special protective providence. Such a 
hope is properly eschatological and took its roots in an understanding 
of Yahweh's purpose for Israel, rather than in a reading of the possi
bilities inherent in the contemporary political scene. God would 
break into human affairs to glorify Jerusalem, and this action would 
herald the dawning of the 'end-time', an age when a permanent state 
of blessedness for Israel and Jerusalem could be expected (vv. 5-6). 

There is a break in the rhythm after v. 2, and Wildberger (I, p. 153) 
is undoubtedly right in seeing that the original addition was made in 
v. 2 only, and that this has subsequently been expanded upon in vv. 
3-6. The simple affirmation of a happy and blessed future for Israel 
was felt to require fuller amplification. Hence v. 3 comments upon the 
salvation of those who will form a remnant in Jerusalem, and v. 4 has 
taken up the theme of the fate of the women of Jerusalem, by affirm
ing that they, too, will be purged from all their guilty stains. 

The date of these additions is impossible to determine with any 
certainty. Wildberger thinks of the late Persian period, whilst Kaiser 
comments (Isaiah 1-12, p. 54), 'A date even as late as the third or early 
second century BC is not excluded.' It remains doubtful, however, in 
spite of claims to the contrary by many scholars (especially Duhm, 
Kaiser) whether any material later than the close of third century is to 
be found in the book of Isaiah. The indications are that the book had 
assumed very much its present form by the end of the third century. 
The expression of such a firm and thoroughgoing eschatological 
hope, with its picture of lasting salvation for Israel beginning in the 
near future, marks an important element in the transition from 
Prophecy proper to apocalyptic. The effect of such additions as are to 
be found here is to lift the relevance and applicability of the prophet's 
message from the sphere of concrete history into a more supernatural 
and supra-historical realm. It may appropriately be called 'proto-
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apocalyptic', and it is in accord with this type of literature that it 
makes heavy use of evocative, but undefined imagery. Cf. 'spirit of 
burning', 'cloud by day ... fire by night', 'a canopy and a pavilion'. 
Poetic metaphor has been extended to become a new kind of symbol
ism. 

2. In that day the branch of the LORD is a reference to the wonder
ful growth which Yahweh will cause to spring up in the age of sal
vation, as is shown by the parallel expression fruit of the land. We can 
discount the interpretation to be found in the Targum therefore that it 
is a reference to the Messiah, the coming 'branch of David' (cf. Jer. 
23 : 5; 33 : 15; Zech. 3 : 8). The purpose of the addition, which must 
certainly have originated in the Persian period, is to pick up the theme 
of the fate of the survivors oflsrael and Jerusalem as adumbrated by the 
'remnant' passages of IO :20-23 (see below) and I :9. There will be a 
rich and fertile land, yielding plentiful crops, for those who form the 
Remnant of Israel (cf. 37 : 30). 

3. And he who is left in Zion elaborates upon the preceding 
promise with special reference to the survivors of Jerusalem (cf. 1 : 9), 
who formed the kernel of the struggling Jewish community which 
re-established a vigorous religious life in the city during the Persian 
period. The reference to those who have survived as those whose 
names were recorded for life in a book initiated an important theme 
which re-appeared in later apocalyptic literature (cf. Rev. 5: 1ff.). The 
origin of the metaphor is not entirely clear. Either the practice of 
keeping a register of citizens for purposes of civil administration, 
which appears to have flourished under Persian rule, or a more in
direct reference to the Babylonian concept of 'tablets of destiny' are 
possible sources of its origin. The verse fills out the picture of the 
future of the inhabitants of Jerusalem given in I : 26, and adds to it a 
more lasting sense. 

4. when the LORD shall have washed picks up a concern with the 
fate of the women of Jerusalem, since the threat of 3: r6ff. related to 
them. It follows the previous verse in giving a more enduring and 
ultimate sense to the imagery of purification and removal of guilt 
found in I: 16. Furthermore the pictures of a purging and cleansing 
by burning hint strongly in the direction of a further interpretation of 
I :25, 31. by a spirit of judgment. The Heb. word translated spirit 
(ru•a~) also connotes 'wind' and this would appear to be a better 
rendering here. A hot, searing, wind will purge away all that stains 
and continues to defile the daughters of Zion. The idea seems to be 
introduced here that, before the final era of salvation can come, there 
must be a final, and painful, purging. 

5. Then the LORD will create: The LXX supports a reading 'Then 
he will come and stand' (Heb. u.l?.a' w'hayah), which is preferable to 
MT. The divine protection of Jerusalem in the time when her full 
salvation will have been achieved is described by the use of traditions 
drawn from Israel's earliest history. The presence of a pillar of cloud, 
seen blazing with fire at night, had signified Yahweh's accompanying 
presence at the time when the nation's ancestors came out of Egypt 
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(Exod. 14: 19, 24, etc.). It is here promised that this accompanying 
presence of God will again appear in the future, no longer to move 
about with the people, but to be a permanent symbol of his watch over 
Jerusalem. It is evident that this divine presence is regarded as an 
exceptional phenomenon of the past, which was expected to appear 
again in the coming age of salvation. for over all the glory reflects the 
language of the post-exilic age in which the glory of God has been 
developed into a carefully considered theological expression of the 
way in which the divine presence could move among men. Cf. 
THAT, I, cols. 798ff. The reference to a canopy and a pavilion which 
are to give shelter from the heat of the sun and from the rainstorm 
adds a very prosaic final note to this richly described picture of the 
coming salvation. The promise of such protection must be under
stood literally, rather than as an assurance of protection from more 
fearsome dangers. The underlying idea is that the very conditions of 
daily life will be changed in the Jerusalem of the New Age. 

THE SONG OF THE VINEY ARD 

5:i-7 
Before examining in detail the important Song of the Vineyard in 
5: 1-7, it is important to note the significant new redactional unit 
which begins with 5 : 1 and extends as far as 14: 27. This has sub
sequently been substantially expanded by the insertion of further 
prophecies, especially in II : 1-14: 23 (but see below, p. 139, for 
the possibility that 14 :4b-21* once stood within the original unit). 
The theme of this redactional unit is clear, for it is the advent of 
Assyria, whose coming is foretold in 5 : 26-30, and whose final over
throw in the land of Israel is then promised in 14 : 24-27. Assyria 
represents a threat to both Israel and Judah (and also Syria), and the 
message that heralds the devastation which they were to bring upon the 
land is marked by the refrain 'For all this his anger is not turned away, 
and his hand is stretched out still' (5 :25; 9:12, 17, 21; 10:4). This 
originally formed the refrain of one prophecy, but has been extended 
to cover the larger unit (see on 5 :25). The centrepiece of this re
dactional unit of 5: 1-14 :27* is made up of the prophet's own memoir 
from the Syro-Ephraimite war in 6: 1-8: 18*. This fills out the picture 
of the circumstances which occasioned the coming of the Assyrians, 
and explains why their advent became a threat to Judah (8: 8). We can 
then see the following main structure in the original redactional unit 
of 5: 1-14 :27: 
I. Indictment of all Israel as Yahweh's vineyard (5: 1-7), and of the 

leaders of Jerusalem in particular (5: 8-23 + 10: 1-4). 
2. The Isaiah memoir (6: 1-8: 18*), showing why the threat from 

Assyria became a special threat to Jerusalem and the Davidic 
dynasty. 

3- The possibility of new hope with the accession of a new Davidic 
ruler after the death of Ahaz (9: 1-7). 
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4. The indictment of Assyria and the forewarning of its ultimate over
throw (10: 5-15*). 

5. The manner and certainty of the downfall of Assyria (ro: 16-34*; 
[14: 4b-21*]; 14 :24-27). 

There would appear to be good reasons for recognising in 5 : 1ff. the 
original beginning of the Josianic Redaction of the collection of 
Isaiah's prophecies, and for regarding the threats of2 :6-4: I as having 
been prefaced to this Josianic collection later (see above on 2: 1ff.). 

If the picture we have presented of the redactional setting of the 
Song of the Vineyard of 5: 1-7 is upheld, then its theme and signifi
cance is correspondingly increased. J. Vermeylen, I, p. 168, is almost 
alone in denying its authenticity to Isaiah, seeing in it rather a 
Deuteronomistic composition of the exilic age. Yet this is an un
necessary and rather radical conclusion to draw from its obvious 
redactional position. Even so, its prophetic form is not entirely clear 
and has occasioned considerable discussion (cf. W. Schottroff, ZAW 
82 (1970), pp. 68-99; J. T. Willis, JBL 96 (1977), pp. 337---62; J. W. 
Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, pp. 43-51). The climactic disclosure in 
v. 7 that the vineyard that has been described in the song represents 
Israel, and its disappointed owner is Yahweh, the God of Israel, 
shows that we are basically dealing with an allegory or parable (Heb. 
mtistil; so Schottroff, Willis, Whedbee). Yet this overall form is not 
the major difficulty, which is rather to be found in the opening speech 
of v. I, Let me sing for my beloved (Heb. ytidifl), and the description 
of the composition as a 'love song' (Heb. siral. dog_i). Fohrer has 
argued that the speaker is the bride, or young lover, who is speaking 
about her husband-lover. Yet this cannot be carried through con
sistently in the interpretation, and in fact renders the role of the 
speaker of little significance. In vv. 3f. it is the 'beloved' who speaks. 
Willis argues that the characterisation as a love song is in reality an 
erroneous interpretation of the phrase sira1. dodi used in v. I. The 
assumption that the noun dod is always used of love between the 
sexes is contested by him, and he advocates rather the view that it 
simply means 'friendship'. Hence there is no allusion to sexual love 
in the poem at all, and the attempt to find this in the imagery of the 
'vineyard' is, he argues, mistaken. It is, therefore, on Willis's reckon
ing, simply a parabolic 'song of friendship' by the prophet about the 
experience of his 'friend', who is then revealed in v. 7 as no less a 
figure than Yahweh, the God of Israel. Yet this results in a somewhat 
inadequate interpretation of the allegorical features of the song which 
does appear to intend a skilful double entendre on the application of 
the metaphorical use of 'vineyard'. 'Friendly song', or 'song of friend
ship' would appear to be too weak an understanding of the phrase 
sira1. dodi in v. I. When this is taken in conjunction with the most 
probable allusion intended by the reference to the 'vineyard' as a 
popular metaphor for a 'bride, lover', we may conclude that the intro
duction as a 'love song' is an intrinsic part of the prophetic form. 
Essentially this is that of a parable, with a number of allegorical 
features, but the aim has been to disguise the meaning of the allegory 
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by hinting at its application to a husband who has been deceived over 
his lover and bride. The singer of the song then, who appears as the 
'me' of v. 1, is assuming the role of 'the friend of the bridegroom' 
(best man), who is pleading his friend's case (so H. Wildberger, and 
cf. also A. Bentzen, AFO 4 (1927), pp. 209f. ). 

We may conclude that reference to the parable (Heb. masa[) as a 
'love song' is an intrinsic element of its parabolic form. The closest 
comparable biblical example of this parable form is to be found in 2 
Sam. 12: 1-10, the story of the poor man with a ewe lamb, which is 
employed by Nathan in order to induce king David to pass sentence 
on himself. Here we have a skilfully constrUcted artistic tale which 
has been designed to elicit, first the 'gossipy' interest of the hearers; 
then their sympathy, and finally their verdict on the 'villain' of the 
song. In doing so they are led into condemning themselves for their 
behaviour. It shares much in common with other forms of skilful, or 
artistic, story-telling, such as the fable and riddle, popular with 
raconteurs and sages of many nations (cf. Jg. 14: ro-18; 2 Sam. 14: 1-
20). Undoubtedly such types of instruction were part of the repertoire 
of the teachers of 'Wisdom' in Israel, but there is no need to suppose, 
with J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, pp. 43-51, that this type of 
didactic tale was a special prerogative of a separate class of Wisdom 
teachers, from whence Isaiah may be assumed to have adopted it. 
Rather it appears to have been a sophisticated and artistic form of 
speech, such as might be adopted by a skilled public speaker in a 
number of different situations. In part it had links with types of enter
taining story-telling, yet also with the far more serious concern of 
legal indictment. Its use here is to establish the reason why judgment 
was appropriate for Yahweh's people, and to show that their be
haviour was tantamount to a total failure to live up to the demands of 
their privileged position. The song therefore is a sophisticated form 
of legal indictment, which both pronounces sentence upon the 
wrongdoers (vv. 5-6), and combines this with a parabolic 'motive', or 
'reason', for such a judgment. Disaster is about to overtake those 
whom the prophet is addressing, and they are invited to see that this 
is an earned and merited punishment from God for their lack of 
response to him. 

The question arises of identifying the situation when such a 
prophecy was made by Isaiah. Wildberger locates it early in Isaiah's 
ministry, but largely on account of its placing early in the book. Of 
itself this is an inadequate criterion for such a dating, since it is 
possible that some of the threats contained in chs. 2 : 6-5 : 30 are 
from a late period. He further cites Duhm's comment that Isaiah 
would have been too well known in his later years for such a song
form to have retained any value as a clever ruse. Yet in reality the 
evidence of date is hard to establish, and largely hinges on the identity 
of the 'vineyard' disclosed in v. 7. This sets a striking parallelism 
between the 'house of Israel' and the 'men of Judah'. If the name 
'Israel' were to be understood as a reference to the Northern King
dom, which Isaiah preferred to describe as 'Ephraim' (cf. 7 :2), it 
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would point to a time before the fall of the Northern Kingdom in 722. 

Yet clearly Isaiah uses 'Israel' primarily in a religious sense for the 
heirs of the old Davidic-Solomonic empire, so that it would not have 
been out of place for him to use it in reference to Judah. We could, 
therefore, be dealing here with yet another instance of Isaiah's utter
ance of a threat against Judah in Hezekiah's reign. It is more plausible 
and attractive, however, to see in the parallelism of the names 'house 
of Israel' and 'men of Judah' Isaiah's recognition of the oneness of 
Yahweh's people whom he was addressing. In this case we must refer 
the threat to both kingdoms and see in it his warning that the coming 
threat would engulf both of them. In this case the prophecy can be 
located very convincingly in the period between 733 and 722, when 
Samaria fell. Ahaz, by his appeal to Assyria for protection at the time 
of the Syro-Ephraimite war, had invited a power which would prove 
disastrous, not only for Ephraim (Israel), as Ahaz sought, but Judah 
also (cf. below on 8: 5-8). The original scope of the threat contained 
in Isaiah's Song of the Vineyard, therefore, extended to both king
doms oflsrael, Ephraim and Judah. 

The song falls clearly into three parts, after the brief introduction in 
v. Ia: (i) vv. 1b-2 contain the story of the vineyard; (ii) vv. 3-4 an 
appeal to the hearers for a verdict on what should be done; (iii) vv. 5-6 
a declaration of the verdict; (iv) v. 7 the interpretation of the parable by 
the disclosure that the vineyard represents Israel-Judah, and that the 
fruit that was looked for, consisted of justice and righteousness. 

S : I. Let me sing for my beloved: The word beloved could be better 
translated 'friend' (Heh. yii{lid) and would imply that the singer of the 
song is not the young man's 'lover-bride' (as Fohrer), but rather his 
close friend who could be expected both to mediate for him in any 
lover's quarrel and to make public representation on his behalf. The 
description of the poem as a 'love song' must then be understood as 'a 
song concerning love', rather than as one from a lover addressed to 
her beloved. concerning his vineyard must intend a conscious 
allusion to the metaphor of the bride-lover as a vineyard (cf. Ca. 2: 15; 
4: 16; 8 : 11). That the song was composed for delivery at a vintage 
festival, when such love songs would have been expected, is possible, 
but rather overpresses the significance of the poetic form. For the 
methods of viticulture in Israel and Canaan, cf. BHH, III, cols. 215of . 

.2. but it yielded wild grapes: It is better to read 'bad grapes', for 
the implication is clearly not that the vines proved to be of the wrong 
species, for which the owner would have been responsible, but that 
the grapes, when they appeared, were of a very poor quality. GNB 
translates 'but every grape was sour'. 

3. And now, 0 inhabitants: Those who are addressed by the poem 
are evidently in Jerusalem, and are called upon to provide a verdict· 
concerning what the owner should do with the vineyard. At this point 
the parable reveals something of its legal character as the pressing of a 
charge against the 'vineyard'. A similar legal affinity is also to be 
found in the closely related parable of Nathan (2 Sam. 12: Iff.). If 
allegorical innuendo concerning the lover who has been betrayed by 
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his beloved is correct, then the implication at this point is that some 
expression of public wrath and indignation against the young 
woman's betrayal is called for. Cf. Ca. 8 :8--9. It belongs to the essence 
of the poetic parable form that the hearers are led to make up their 
minds about the verdict that the story demands before they are told 
about the identity of the persons involved. 

4. What more was there to do: The owner of the vineyard estab
lishes the point of culpability by re-affirming that he undertook all 
proper care of the vines. The fault in the quality of the grapes that 
were produced must therefore lie elsewhere. 

5. what I will do to my vineyard: The framework of the parable 
begins to be stretched here by the necessity for including a declaration 
of the way in which the uselessness of the vineyard is to be publicly 
demonstrated. In doing so a number of allegorical features are woven 
into the parable (cf. a similar stretching of the parable (miisiil) form in 
Ezek. 16: r-43). The owner will himself set about laying waste the 
cultivated soil in which the vines are growing, and will return it to its 
original wild state. By such a threat Isaiah intends a hint at the 
physical devastation which will shortly come upon the land of his 
hearers. At this point the parable assumes an explicitly prophetic 
character by making this pronouncement of coming judgment. 

6. I will make it a waste: Cf. G. R. Driver, JTS 38 (1937), p. 38, 
who relates Heb. bii1.iih to the Akk. batu, 'to reduce to ruins'. and 
briers and thorns: Cf. the development of the prophecy and its appli
cation to later events in 7: 23-25, etc. I will also command the clouds 
introduces into the story a further reflection of the knowledge that the 
'owner' of the vineyard who speaks in vv. 5-6 is in fact none other 
than God himself. The purpose of such a command is evidently to 
make unmistakably plain that the fate of the vineyard is a final one, 
and that it will not, in the future, be given a second chance to show 
that it could be fruitful and productive. Such a command on the part of 
the owner is tanatamount to a curse. 

It was this note of finality in the judgment that is pronounced by 
the song that has made it a subject of a significant further develop
ment in the 'new song of the vineyard' in27: 2-6 (see below pp. 218ff.). 

7. For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts: The prophet now reveals 
how he intends the parable to be understood. It refers to the relation
ship between Yahweh and Israel. There is no hint here, or elsewhere, 
in Isaiah's preaching that the prophet defined this relationship in 
terms of a covenant. Nevertheless the assumption made by the 
prophet is clearly that Israel-Judah had enjoyed a unique privilege 
under the care and protection of Yahweh, but that they have not 
produced a way of life commensurate with the privileges which this 
divine care has bestowed. In particular it is the lack of righteousness 
and justice in the social order which contradicts the purpose of 
Yahweh's providential concern. H. Wildberger argues that house of 
Israel and men of Judah must be understood in parallel to each other, 
and not in contrast. Cf. Introduction, p. 16. In this case the title 
'Israel' would have to be understood in a religious-historical sense, 



ISAIAH 10: I 6o 

and be a title adopted by Judah. However, we have argued above that 
the two titles can be best interpreted as complementary so that Isaiah 
was here affirming that both 'houses' of Israel and Judah had proved a 
failure in Yahweh's purpose. This would have been of special 
relevance in Ahaz's time, since his policy was directed at saving his 
own kingdom Judah at the expense of the Northern Kingdom 
Ephraim. 
and he looked for justice: For the prominent element of social 
criticism in the preaching of Isaiah, cf. especially W. Dietrich, pp. 
37ff. 

DOOM UPON THE LEADERS OF JERUSALEM 

10:1-4a;5:8-24 

That a connection exists between 10: 1-4a and 5: 8-24 has been 
widely recognised by scholars since the work of B. Duhm. We are 
presented here with a series of seven 'woes' pronounced by the 
prophet against the leaders and rulers in Jerusalem, which bears close 
comparison with similar prophetic threats in 2 :6-22 and 3: 1-12. The 
reason for the separation of vv. 1-4a of eh. 10 from the main bulk of 
the woes in 5: 8-24 has been variously explained. We have every 
reason to conclude that they originally formed part of a single con
nected series, so that Duhm, followed by Giesebrecht, Marti, Gray 
and others, has argued for a measure of fragmentation, and scattering, 
in the way in which the separate collections of prophecies have been 
preserved. However, the redaction-critical approach of H. Barth, pp. 
110-17, is certainly more correct in seeing that the dislocation has 
arisen as a result of the lifting out and relocation of 5 : 8-24 from their 
original position. The threat pronounced by Isaiah against the ruling 
classes in Jerusalem has been given a new prominence, and thereby 
a new relevance, by setting it, along with other threats to Jerusalem, 
before the account of the prophet's call in 6: Iff. This has then resulted 
in the placing of 5 : 25-29 in its present position, detached from its 
original connection with 9: 8ff. (Heb. 9: 7ff.). For this rearrangement 
of the prophecies, see further below on 5 : 2 5ff. 

The form of the woe-saying was a very important one for prophecy, 
and already appears in Amos (Am. 5: 18ff; 6: Iff.). It establishes a 
further possible point of connection between Amos and Isaiah 
(though cf. J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, pp. 8off.); but we 
must reckon that such woe-sayings were already an established 
prophetic speech-form before the time of either prophet. It was un
doubtedly used much more widely than with these prophets, and is 
probably to be explained as an adaptation from an ancient form of 
curse. However, E. Gerstenberger, JBL 81 (1962) pp. 249-63, has 
argued for its origin in forms of admonition used in early folk
wisdom, whereas W. Janzen, Mourning-Cry and Woe Oracle, pp. 
81ff., has sought to link it more directly with cries of lamentation for 
the dead, through the utterances of threats for those held responsible 
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for causing the death. This appears very improbable, and its deri
vation from an ancient form of curse appears more likely. Within Old 
Testament times it had undoubtedly established itself as a genuinely 
prophetic form of threat. It is an affirmation that doom (woe) is 
coming upon the wrongdoers, not an appeal to God that it may come. 

The origin from Isaiah of the series of woes is not to be doubted, 
and its threat to the rulers of Jerusalem indicate that we should link it, 
either with the prophet's condemnation of Ahaz and his policy in the 
period 733-727, or with the condemnation of Hezekiah in 705-701. It 
would appear that the former is the more probable. However, as the 
redactional repositioning indicates, the threat to Jerusalem was 
clearly felt to have taken on a new relevance and vitality during a later 
period, which we can confidently relate to the Babylonian threat in the 
early sixth century. 

There is a recognition by several scholars (cf. Barth, p. I II), that the 
original order of the woes was 10: I-4a + 5: 8-24. It becomes clear, 
both from the subject matter and from the disturbance of the 
regularity of the form, that vv. 14-17 are a later addition. When these 
verses were inserted into the original series of woes is not entirely 
clear. They declare that the destruction of Jerusalem, when it comes, 
will be a devouring of the city by the underworld Sheol. They would 
appear to emanate from soon after 587, and serve to confirm the view 
expressed above that the threat to Jerusalem voiced by Isaiah was felt 
to have received a terrible fulfilment in the year 587 when the city was 
destroyed by the Babylonians after a prolonged siege. 

10:i Woe to those who decree iniquitous decrees: The decrees 
(Heb. J:wq) were evidently rulings passed, or determined, by a legis
lative body formed from the upper classes of Jerusalem (cf. THAT, I, 
cols. 626-33). Almost certainly such a body was associated with the 
royal court, and probably conducted its affairs in the name of the king. 
The effect of their rulings was to deprive the poor and destitute 
elements of the population of their right. The indications, therefore, 
are that such decrees were not simply legal verdicts in criminal cases, 
but referred to civil disputes involving claims to land and property. 
Recovery of debt also must be assumed to have fallen within their 
purview. The fact that these officials issued iniquitous decrees shows 
that what they were doing was not illegal in the proper sense, but 
immoral in its effect. The rulings that they determined were wrong, 
because they effectively deprived the poor and weak citizen of his 
rights. The simplest explanation of this state of affairs would appear 
to be that possession of property was a condition of active member
ship of the legal assembly. The poorer, non-landowning, elements of 
the population were then unable to have their cases fairly represented. 
and the writers must refer to the issuing of bills dealing with trading 
transactions and the transfer of property (see below on 5 : 8) which 
Worked consistently to the detriment of the poorer citizens. 

2. to turn aside the needy from justice: is of interest for its rel
evance to the development of Israelite ethics. It frankly recognises 
that the 'decrees' which were enforced were unjust, and deprived 
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people of justice, although they were in the strictest sense 'legal'. The 
law itself could become unjust. that widows may be their spoil 
reflects the widespread awareness in the Old Testament, and in the 
ancient Near East more generally, that widows were particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation. Without property and without husbands, 
they had no voice to maintain their claims in the legal assembly. 

3. What will you do on the day: The rhetorical question makes it 
unambiguously plain that punishment will come, but the form that it 
will take is not spelt out. However, the storm which will come from 
afar must certainly be a reference to the threat of an invading army 
from Assyria (as in 5 : 25-29), which is portrayed as the sudden coming 
of a rainstorm (cf. 2: 12ff.). There is little reason to doubt that, at the 
time the prophecy was given, Isaiah already possessed a clear expec
tation of how his threats would most probably be realised. where will 
you leave your wealth indicates that the wealthy oppressors not only 
had most to lose in time of war, but were most likely to be singled out 
for punishment as the responsible leaders of Judah and Jerusalem. 

4. Nothing remains but to crouch: The threat abandons the meta
phor of the coming storm and accepts explicitly that the punishment 
will take the form of defeat in war. Hence the most that these rich 
miscreants could hope for would be to lose everything, but save 
their own skins, by allowing themselves to be taken as prisoners. 
From this they would then undoubtedly have been transported to be 
sold as slaves (cf. Am. 7-17). 
For all this his anger is not turned away repeats the refrain found in 
9: 12, 17, 21, where it is properly in order at the close of each strophe 
of the prophecy of 9: 8ff. It was certainly not an original part of the 
section IO: 1-4a, but has been inserted by a redactor after the original 
continuation of 10: 4 in 5 : 8ff. had been transposed. By repeating the 
refrain here an editor sought to link the four verses which had thereby 
become isolated to the larger composition which preceded it. How
ever, the subject matter makes it plain that this connection was not 
original. 

5 : 8 Woe to those who join house to house continues the warning 
of coming judgrnent upon the leading citizens of Jerusalem with the 
second of the 'woe'-sayings. We must take this to be an element of 
invective, giving voice to a sharp expression of prophetic disapproval 
of their behaviour (much stronger than NEB's rendering, 'Shame on 
you!', might suggest). The joining together of houses and fields 
evidently refers to the formation of large cultivated estates by absorb
ing neighbouring property. The means by which this was done can 
only be guessed at, but analogies would suggest that it was achieved 
by the taking over of common land and by the buying up of neigh
bouring properties. This process could well have been facilitated by 
the manipulation of the processes of law already condemned in 10: I. 

Cf. A. Alt, Kleine Schriften, Ill, Munich, 1959, pp. 373ff. and the 
closely related passage in Mic. 2: 1-5. As a consequence of such 
activities a very powerful class of rich landowners had grown up in 
Jerusalem, which not only contrasted with the abject poverty of other 
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citizens, but had actually been the cause of dispossessing these latter 
of their properties and legal rights. 

9. The LoRD of hosts has sworn in my hearing: The formula is 
very interesting and points to the prophet as one who has been 
privileged to stand in the divine council (Heh. sog_; cf. THAT, II, 
144-8; H.-P. Muller, ZNW 54 (1963), pp. 254-67) and has been able to 
overhear the conversations and plans determined by Yahweh. Almost 
certainly it must be regarded as a distinctive part of the prophet's 
linguistic armoury for asserting his claim to be able to disclose the 
intentions of God, rather than as an indication of a psychological 
experience of an audition-the hearing of a divine voice. Unfortu
nately the whole area of psychological experience which underlies the 
prophet's claim to have received his messages directly from God lies 
largely hidden to us. Only rarely do we have clear distinctions made to 
isolate visions from other forms of receiving the word of God. The 
Heb. MT lacks the verb has sworn, but undoubtedly as a result of a 
deliberate ellipse. Cf. 22: 14. 

The content of the oath, Surely many houses shall be desolate, 
makes the punishment fit the offence. The judgment will lead to the 
ruination and depopulation of the land, so that the owners of the great 
houses and estates will lose most. There is a sense of poetic justice in 
this proceeding, which nonetheless enables Isaiah to spell out what 
form the punishment will take. 

10. For ten acreas of vineyard: The ravaging of the land during 
time of war, and the inability of the population to go about their 
normal work will reduce the normal yield to almost ludicrously small 
proportions. GNB, rather prosaically, attempts to give an accurate 
modern equivalent for the ancient measures referred to: 'The grape
vines growing on ten hectares of land will yield only eight litres of 
wine. A hundred and eighty litres of seed will produce only eighteen 
litres of corn'. It is very unlikely that Isaiah ever intended his poetry 
to be taken quite so literally. 

11. Woe to those who rise early: The third woe attacks the life of 
luxury and pleasure that the wealthier citizens of Jerusalem were able 
to indulge in. Isaiah appears to have been especially incensed at the 
heavy drinking of the upper classes (cf. 28: 1, 7), and the description 
of their feasting shows that he regarded this as excessive, and as an 
affront to the justice of God. While poor men died of hunger, others 
spent the whole day in nothing but eating and drinking. It appears 
unlikely that we should follow Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, pp. 
98f., in regarding such condemnation of drunkenness as a specifically 
'Wisdom' characteristic. More probably it reflects the economic shift 
that was taking place in Israel and Judah to the life of settled agri
culture, with viticulture as a highly prized expertise. Thus, wine may 
still not have been all that widely available to the population, es
pecially its poorer elements, and was treated with some suspicion as a 
'Canaanite' product (cf. Gen. 9 :20-27; Jer. 35 :6). 

12. but they do not regard the deeds of the LORD reflects the 
Prophet's claim to have knowledge of the 'plan' and intended deeds of 
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God, which the majority of those people to whom he addresses his 
message have chosen to ignore (cf. 30: 1; and see J. Fichtner, ZA W 63 
(1951), pp. 16-33 = Gottes Weisheit, pp. 27-43). 

13. Therefore my people go into exile shows that the prophet 
regarded the coming punishment as taking effect through defeat in 
war. Cf. v. 9 above. For NEB's 'my people dwindle away', cf. G. R. 
Driver, JSS 13 (1968), pp. 37f. for want of knowledge indicates not so 
much that the people are ignorant of God's ways, but that they have 
chosen to ignore him. knowledge in this sense was not simply aware
ness of what constituted the will of God, but a willingness to do it. 
their honoured men points to a time of famine which would have 
been an inevitable consequence of war and the consequent devas
tation of the countryside. The reading are dying of hunger pre
supposes an emendation to miJe (cf. Peshitta). However, H. 
Wildberger suggests mezeh (cf. Dt. 32 :24) 'are weakened with 
hunger'. 

14. Therefore Sheol has enlarged its appetite: Vv. 14-17 must be 
regarded as an addition to the original unit of 5 : 8-24. It recounts the 
horror of the judgment that came to Jerusalem when it was defeated, 
and of the death of its nobility. Nevertheless it was Yahweh's 
righteous will that brought this about (v. 16), leaving the city empty 
and desolate. Undoubtedly this addition was made after 587, when 
Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians, probably soon after, confirming 
that Isaiah's prophecies from more than a century previously were 
applied to this event. and he who exults in her does not make very 
good sense and J. A. Emerton, VT 17 (1967), 135-42, suggests, by a 
small emendation, the reading 'and the strength of her (Zion's) heart'; 
i.e. 'her stubbornness', or 'her courage'. 

15. Man is bowed down: Cf. 2: 9, II, 17 for very similar assertions, 
which may be quite intentionally alluded to by the redactor here. 

16. But the LORD of hosts: The purpose of the addition appears to 
have been to show that the punishment of Jerusalem, when it came, 
was entirely right and deserved so that it fell within his purpose for 
his people. The destructfon of Jerusalem (in 587) did not reveal the 
powerlessness of Yahweh, but rather his holiness and righteousness 
(cf. Lam. 2: 1-10). 

17. Then shall the lambs graze refers to the depopulation of Judah 
and the return of the city of Jerusalem to its undeveloped state (cf. 
Mic. 3: 12). The Hebrew text is difficult and certainly in need of 
emendation. RSV presupposes the reading gesliiyim, 'goats', instead of 
giirim, 'sojourners, aliens'. NEB's rendering demands a more sub
stantial emendation of the text. Cf. HTOT, p. 176 and further G. R. 
Driver, JTS 38 (1937), pp. 38f. The picture presented is certainly of a 
return to a primitive state, not of a pleasant pastoral scene. 

18. Woe to those who draw iniquity: This third woe lacks an 
appended threat which has presumably been lost in transmission. 
However, its condemnation leaves no doubt as to its threatening 
nature. The wealthy rulers of Jerusalem have so attached themselves 
to wrongdoing that they drag it with them wherever they go. with 
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cords of falsehood: Better, 'like a sheep on a tether' (reading seh, 
'sheep', instead of saw', 'falsehood'). as with cart ropes: It is prefer
able to follow NEB in rendering 'like a heifer on a rope' (ha'egel 
instead of ha'agalah). 

19. who say: 'Let him make haste': These ruling citizens have 
become so arrogant in their attitude to others that they adopt the same 
tone towards God. Hence they mock both him, and his prophet, by 
jesting about his threats that they will soon be punished. They invite 
God to act soon and not to delay any longer. let him speed his work: 
better 'Let the LORD ... ', following Peshitta. 

20. who call evil good: By accepting bribes in reaching judicial 
decisions, and by disregarding all the accepted standards of public and 
civic conduct in their policies, the rulers of Jerusalem are accused of 
defying morality itself. Both this and the following two 'woes' lack 
any separate pronouncement of judgment, which must be assumed to 
have fallen out. As it has now been preserved the final declaration of 
coming punishment in v. 24 provides a comprehensive conclusion to 
the last four 'woes'. 

21. those who are wise in their own eyes: The prophet now directs 
his condemnation to the fact that these citizens, by the policies they 
are pursuing for the government of their city and country, claim to be 
displaying their great skill and wisdom. Cf. W. McKane, Prophets and 
Wise Men, pp. 65ff. Yet the implication of the criticism expressed by 
the prophet is clear. This special cleverness on their part will only 
bring them, and the people they govern, to ruin. 

22. heroes at drinking wine relates to the condemnation of exces
sive drinking already expressed in v. 1 I. Their own ebullient self
confidence, made all the more vociferous by their heavy drinking, 
would hasten on their doom. Their boastful and aggressive manner 
was based on nothing more substantial than the amount of wine they 
had consumed. 

23. who acquit the guilty for a bribe: The existence of a special 
order of judicial officers in Jerusalem cannot be postulated with 
certainty (cf. Exod. 18: 13-27). More usually the local citizens took a 
major part in the conduct of legal disputes. It appears from I Kg. 
3: 16ff. that some form of central court of appeal had been set up in 
Jerusalem under the monarchy. Since this would have drawn its 
officials from the upper classes, and since all judicial rights were 
probably related to ownership of land, the scope for corruption of the 
processes of law was certainly considerable. This may well have been 
all the more difficult to control if it were normal practice for accused 
litigants to offer gifts to prominent members of the court if they had 
been successful. Apparently the leading men in Jerusalem did not 
lack courage when it came to speaking up in their revelries (v. 22), but 
were not disposed to display moral courage when it came to defending 
iustice. 

24. Therefore, as the tongue of fire: This final pronouncement of 
coming doom brings to an end the series of seven woes, and intro
duces two vivid metaphors taken from the natural order. their root 
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will be as rottenness: Better, with NEB 'will moulder away' should 
be read, since the meaning of the Heb. word maq is not entirely 
secured. for they have rejected the law of the LoRD: This concluding 
summary must certainly be a later addition by a redactor's hand. It has 
a strongly Deuteronomic form of words (cf. Am. 2 :4), and is, in any 
case, otiose after the preceding woes have spelt out clearly the 
offences for which the judgment will be meted out. It forms a general
ised conclusion to the prophet's more specialised invective, and 
establishes that all such wrongdoing emanates from a failure to pay 
heed to the law of Yahweh which he has given. 

THE CONTINUING ANGER OF THE LORD 

9:8-21;5:25-30 

It has been recognised by a great majority of modern scholars that 
some disturbance of the text has taken place, and resulted in the 
presence in eh. 5 of material that rightly belongs to the section 9 : 8-
21. This is shown by the occurrence of the refrain 5 : 25b For all this 
in 9: 12, 17, 21 and IO :4. In fact the occurrence in IO :4 is due to a 
redactor who has used it in order to fit 10: 1-4a into its present 
position on the assumption that it forms the conclusion of the unit 
9 : 8ff. NEB attempts to rectify the error by placing 5: 24-25 after 10: 4. 
In fact most scholars (Duhm, Marti, Fohrer, Eichrodt, et al.) regard 
the dislocation of the text as the result of an unintentional frag
mentation of the material during the course of transmission and 
editing. Rather, however, we may with H. Barth, pp. no-17, regard 
the placing of 5 : 25-30 in its present position as the consequence of a 
deliberate redactional decision. It belongs to the wider structure of 
5 : 1-14 : 27 (for which see above on 5 : 1-7). The primary intention has 
been to set the warning of Yahweh's summoning of the Assyrians 
(5: 26-30) at the close of the first indictment of Israel and Judah (5: 1-

24). The initial 'therefore' in 5 :25 shows clearly that some antecedent 
invective is required for the pronouncement of Yahweh's intended 
action given by the verse. The elaboration of the form that this divine 
action will take with the summoning of the Assyrians given by 5 :26-
30 then follows quite appropriately upon this. We may infer from the 
content of 5 : 25 therefore that it belongs at the end of 9 : 8-21, 
although something has been lost in the course of the transposition 
since the presence of the refrain shows that we do not have a full 
stanza here. 

The date of the prophecy and the circumstances which it pre
supposes can be made out with reasonable certainty. It is directed 
against the Northern Kingdom of Israel (cf. v. 9 'Ephraim and the 
inhabitants of Samaria') who have suffered a severe political reversal 
('The bricks have fallen . . .', v. 1 o). This must be the fall of Samaria 
to Tiglath-pileser III in 733 BC and the subsequent cutting-off of 
much of its territory. Yet the lesson has not been learned and the false 
optimism, coupled with continuing internal strife (Cf. v. 20, 'each 
devours his neighbour's flesh'), betrays the steep plunge into disaster 
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which marked the Northern Kingdom in the last days before the final 
revolt and the second fall of Samaria to the Assyrians in 722. By the 
present positioning of 9: 8ff. after the royal accession oracle of 9: 2-7 
the redactor has sought to affirm that the path of obedience and 
repentance for Ephraim should have been to return to the house of 
David for its salvation, but this idea is not expressed in the words of 
the prophecy itself. The same linking of the royal accession oracle 
with the plight of the Northern Kingdom has been established by the 
historical note in 9: 1 (see below in loc.). We may confidently place 
9 : 8-21 + 5 : 25-30 in the years 733-722 BC. 

9: 8 The LORD has sent a word against Jacob: The prophecy is 
addressed directly to the Northern Kingdom of Israel in the aftermath 
of its defeat and the loss of much territory (cf. below on 9: I) in 733. 
Instead of word LXX reads 'death' in the first line, evidently taking the 
Heh. da'fl.ar as deb.er, 'pestilence'. But this is almost certainly an over
zealous interpretation, rather than a more accurate understanding of 
the text. The message that the prophet has to bring is Yahweh's 
powerful word which warns that the tragedy of what had happened is 
not the end of the misfortunes of the Northern Kingdom. For the 
conception of the 'word', cf. G. Gerleman, THAT, I, 433-43. 
and it will light upon Israel: Rather, 'and now it falls .. .'. The title 
Israel here relates only to the Northern Kingdom, and the prophet 
affirms that, as he delivers his message, so its content is beginning to 
take effect. 

9. and all the people will know: D. Winton Thomas, JTS 41 
(1940), pp. 4of., would see here an instance of the Hebrew verb yd', 
'shall be humiliated' (cf. Arabic wadu'a), but such a change is scarcely 
necessary. Vv. 9-10 contain the main indictment of the Northern 
Kingdom, which consists of their 'pride' and 'arrogance of heart'. The 
resilience and determination not to be overwhelmed by the defeat, 
which might in other circumstances have appeared morally worthy 
and virtuous, is the very ground for their condemnation. The victims 
of defeat have learnt nothing from their experience, so that it will take 
an even. worse disaster to bring home to them a knowledge of their 
true condition. They are unwilling to learn, and their own pride hides 
the truth from them. Cf. 3: 10; 5: 15, 21 for similar condemnations of 
pride in Isaiah. It is not simply the expression of an attitude towards 
men and circumstances, bu.ta hardened face against God. 

10. The bricks have fallen: The description of the destruction of 
buildings is metaphorically used for the destruction of the whole 
kingdom. Almost certainly it is the defeat of 733 that is referred to, 
although Kaiser would see here an allusion to the more extended 
period of the decline oflsrael, which began before this. However, the 
prophet's point is not to dwell on the past but to affirm that the time of 
Judgment had not yet passed. but we will put cedars in their place: 
Instead of the usual understanding 'we will put ... in their place' 
(Heb. nahalip), G. R. Driver,JTS 34 (1933), pp. 381f., would under
stand the.verb as 'we will cut ... '(cf. Syr. halupta), but the established 
rendering is perfectly satisfactory. · -
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I I. So the LORD raises adversaries against them: The Heb. has 

'the adversaries of Rezin' (cf. RSV margin), but 'of Rezin' must be 
deleted. It was probably a gloss identifying one such adversary, 
perhaps aided by the fact that some MSS read the noun as 'princes' 
instead of 'adversaries' (Heb. sare instead of sare). Many commentators 
(Duhrn, Marti, Gray, etc.) understand the verse as a reference to the 
future 'will raise ... ', in spite of the Heb. impf. + waw cons. RSV's 
present tense is equivocal, and it is preferable to translate as a past tense 
and to see in the verse a reference to misfortunes that had already over
taken Israel as a result of its politically weak condition. 

12. The Syrians on the east: Schoors takes this to refer to the strife 
before the conclusion of the Syro-Ephraimite alliance, but it could 
equally well refer to disagreements with Syria after the settlement 
imposed by Assyria in 732. With the cutting off of the coastal plain 
('the way of the sea', 9 : I) and Transjordan ('the land beyond Jordan', 
9: 1), the inhabitants of these regions were left very much more 
exposed to the depredations of the neighbouring provinces. and the 
Philistines on the west: No doubt the prophet's reference to the 
adversaries included an element of traditional suspicion and antipathy 
to those nations bordering Israel with whom a very prolonged, and 
sometimes bitter, sequence of disputes had prevailed. 

13. The people did not tum to him who smote them: Behind the 
action of the Assyrians the prophet discerned the punitive work of 
Yahweh, and it was the total failure of the Northern Kingdom to share 
this perspective which prevented them from learning the true mean
ing of their experience. In consequence they made no effort to return 
(Heb. §ull_; cf. THAT, II, cols. 884-91) to Yahweh. What this meant in 
moral and political terms is not clear, but the redactor who placed the 
whole section after 9: 1-7 seems to be hinting at a return of the 
Norther11, Kingdom to allegiance to the Davidic monarchy. 

14. So the LORD cut off from Israel: By the aid of two metaphors 
taken from the natural order, one concerning animals and the other 
vegetation, the prophet affirms the severity of the punishment that 
had been inflicted on Israel. The very disaster which the people no 
doubt regarded as a mark ofYahweh's indifference to their fate, was in 
reality a sign of how much he cared and how firmly he sought to recall 
them to himself. 

15. the elder and honoured man is the head: The verse is a gloss 
by a redactor who has interpreted the metaphors in an attempt to show 
the root causes of the downfall of the Northern Kingdom. The 
political leaders (the elder and honoured man) and the prophets had 
misled the common people. Isaiah does not himself complain of the 
lies of false prophets, although his contemporary, Micah, does so 
(Mic. 2: I I; 3: 5-8). 

16. for those who lead this people: The aftermath of the settle
ment of 733 led to a progressively deteriorating political situation in 
the Northern Kingdom, which finally sank to the level of anarchy and 
chaos. Cf. Hos. 5: 1; 7 :3; 8 :4; 13: 1of. 

17. Therefore the Lord does not rejoice: 1Qis• reads the verb as 
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'does not spare' (Heh. lo' ya~mol), and BHS suggests retaining the MT 

but understanding the verb in the sense 'does not spare', citing the 
Arabic samu~a 'to be merciful'. Undoubtedly this yields a better 
sense. 

18. For wickedness burns like a fire: It is striking that the imagery 
of the forest fire makes use of the picture of 'briars and thorns', which 
originally appeared in 5 :6 (cf. the secondary developments in 7 :23-
25). In the present context it appears authentic to Isaiah and simply to 
reflect the general picture of the spread of wickedness in the Northern 
Kingdom likened to the rapid spread of a forest fire. The overall 
description of the political chaos that brought Ephraim to final 
collapse is revealingly effective. 

20. They snatch on the right: The LXX reads the singular, thereby 
continuing the typical instance introduced at the end ofv. 19, 'no man 
spares ... '. each devours his neighbour's flesh: The clause should 
almost certainly be transposed to the end of v. 18 (cf. BHS). Heb. 
reads 'the flesh of his arm' (cf. RSV margin), but the revised text 
follows Targ. (Heb. re'o instead of zero'o). 

21. The clause and together they are against Judah must be 
understood as a redactor's addition who has sought to bring out more 
forcefully that the final defeat of the Northern Kingdom arose because 
the people there refused to reunite with Judah and accept the Davidic 
monarchy. Isaiah's original prophecy was concerned more directly 
with the turmoil within the remains of the Northern Kingdom after 
733. 

5: 25. Therefore the anger of the LORD was kindled: The 
occurrence of the refrain shows that 5 :25 belongs to 9:8ff., but 
evidently something has been lost since the verse represents only the 
conclusion of a stanza. What is presupposed is a summary indictment 
of Israel. A noteworthy feature of the pictures of judgment that has 
overtaken the people is the combination of images from the storm 
theophany-the mountains quaked-with more direct descriptions 
of the sufferings inflicted by war-and their corpses were as refuse. 
The intention is evidently to blend traditional conceptions of the 
divine activity with the particular misfortune which had overtaken 
Israel. 

26-30 At one time possibly formed a quite separate prophecy 
announcing that it was Yahweh's intention to summon the Assyrians 
to execute his will upon Israel, Judah and Syria. More directly how
ever, these verses must be understood in relation to the crisis of the 
Syro-Ephraimite period, and their present position is clearly de
termined by their appropriateness as showing how Yahweh's judg
ment upon his vineyard (Israel-Judah, 5: 7) will take effect. It is 
scarcely likely that they formed the original conclusion to the section 
9: 8-21; 5 :25, since this prophecy must be dated at a time when it was 
already clear that the major threat to both Israel and Judah was from 
Assyria. In fact the closest parallel to them is to be found in 7: 18f. It is 
possible, therefore, that the original address of 5 : 26-30 was to Judah 
at the time of Ahaz's refusal to heed the message of the sequence of 
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prophecies concerned with the names of Isaiah's children. As it now 
stands they present an impressive preface to the memoir of Isaiah's 
prophecies at the time of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis (6: I-8: 18*), 
even though they introduce a threat-the coming of the Assyrians 
against both Judah and Israel-which only emerged during the 
course of that crisis. 

26. He will raise a signal for a nation afar off: The Heb. has 'to 
nations from afar', but clearly one nation is intended, and only a slight 
emendation is required for the sense given (to zegoy mimmeriJaq). The 
reference is unmistakably to Assyria, and this would have been clear 
to the prophet's hearers, as would the identity of the subject at the 
beginning as Yahweh. 

27. None is weary, none stumbles: The picture given is of the well 
disciplined and well trained army of the Assyrians. How direct the 
prophet's knowledge of this army was can only be conjectured, but 
already the achievements ofTiglath-pileser would have been fully and 
popularly reported in Judah. The prophet's aim is to show the un
failing certainty with which Yahweh's action will be carried out. 

28. their arrows are sharp: The military skill and preparedness of 
the Assyrians left no hope for the inhabitants of Israel or Judah that 
they would be able to defend themselves against so powerful a force. 
There is an obvious element of hyperbole in describing the soldiers' 
bows as bent, i.e. ready strung and prepared for use. seem like flint 
requires a slight re-pointing of the Heb. supported in IQ Is". 

29. like young lions they roar: The Heb. requires a slight emen
dation to weyis'ag. The metaphor of roaring makes allusion to the 
general noise and din of an army, which the prophet interprets in the 
most threatening way possible by the association with the lion's roar
ing. 

30. And if one look to the land: The second half of v. 30 is a 
redactor's addition which has been introduced to fill out the picture of 
the effect that the coming of the enemy will have. Its close similarity 
to 8 :22 almost certainly betrays the work of the same hand in both 
instances. The note must have been added during the exilic age, after 
587, and thus to have interpreted the threat of 5 : 26-30 in relation to 
the Babylonian army. It presents an interesting example of how 
prophecies came to be re-applied and re-interpreted at a time long 
after that of their original utterance. 

THE CALL OF ISAIAH 

6:x-13 

The position of the account of Isaiah's call in eh. 6 has occasioned 
much discussion and has drawn attention to the problems relating to 
the redactional structure of chs. 6-9. Undoubtedly we have in 6: 1-

8 : I 8* a memoir written by the prophet himself, and relating to 
prophecies at the time of the Syro-Ephraimite war (cf. 0. H. Steck, 
BZ, NF 16 (1972), pp. 188-2o6; H. Barth, pp. 277ff. The original 
suggestion goes back to K. Budde, see Introduction p. 4). Such a 



71 ISAIAH 6: I 

memoir (German Denkschr1f t) was composed in the first person 
narrative form and must have been set down shortly after the ending 
of the crisis in 733. Several scholars have noted the connectedness of 
6: 1--9 :6 (K. Budde, G. Fohrer, J. Lindblom; A. Schoors would 
extend this to 12: 6), but undoubtedly 8 : 18 forms the end of the 
original memoir. Certain later additions have been made in it, 
especially in 6:12-13; 7:1, 8b, 15, 18-23 and 8:9-10, as well as in 
some other small glosses. The scope of the original memoir was 
concerned with the events relating to the Syro-Ephraimite war, and 
the refusal of Ahaz to heed Isaiah's message of assurance that he had 
nothing to fear from the threat to depose him. There is no need 
therefore to suppose (as M. M. Kaplan, JBL 45 (1926), pp. 251--9; J. 
Milgrom, VT 14 (1964), pp. 164-82), that eh. 6 recalls a commission
ing of the prophet which took place sometime after he had begun to 
prophesy. The overall theme of this memoir is how Ahaz came to 
refuse the message which Isaiah gave to him, and how, in conse
quence, the promises which this original message contained were 
turned into judgments upon the king of Judah. There is throughout, 
therefore, a marked note of ambivalence in that words which are full 
of promise and assurance are interpreted in a threatening fashion. It is 
important to bear in mind consequently that the sharply threatening 
words which conclude the memoir in 8: 17-18 have been allowed to 
shed light upon the whole. There is no serious reason for doubting 
the origin of this memoir with the prophet himself, nor for accepting 
that he himself was responsible for its written form. It has been set as 
a unit, with the additions noted, into the larger redactional unit of 
5: 1-14: 27 to show the circumstances surrounding the origins of the 
threat from Assyria. 

The setting of the call can be seen to have been provided by the 
Jerusalem temple, and we may infer that, at the time of his startling 
vision of God (6: 1), Isaiah found himself looking through the 
entranceway into the main au/a of the temple building. By what right 
Isaiah was there, whether as court official or temple servant, can only 
be a matter of conjecture. The call is dated from the year of Uzziah's 
death, which A. Jepsen places in 736/5, and H. Wildberger a little 
earlier in 739. For the problems of chronology, see Introduction, pp. 
Sf. The fact that the immediate sequel to the account of the call is 
found in prophecies relating to the Syro-Ephraimite war suggests that 
no significant interval of time elapsed between the call and the out
break of the war. In this case the date given by Jepsen would appear to 
be the more likely. In any event it precludes any need to postulate an 
earlier period of preaching by the prophet before the time of the war. 

A special problem relating to the call, and the prophet's report of it, 
has been felt in connection with the forewarning given in vv. 9-10 
that the effect of his preaching will be to harden the hearts of the 
people. Did this come to the prophet at the actual time of his call (cf. 
R. Kilian, Bausteine biblischer Theologie, Bonn, 1977, pp. 209ff.), or 
does it, as many have concluded, contain a backwards reflection by the 
Prophet from a later period of his ministry? Many recent commen-
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tators (Fohrer, Eichrodt, Wildberger, Schoors) have recognised the 
latter to be the case, but this leaves open at what time such a recog
nition came to him. 0. H. Steck, op. cit., pp. r98ff., has rightly 
perceived the importance of the connection with the prophecies 
which follow in chs. 7-8 as a key to understanding the forward 
looking element in the divine forewarning of the hardening of the 
people's hearts. It refers to the response which Isaiah's prophecies, 
linked with the three sign-names of his children (7: 2-8: 4 *), were to 
elicit from Ahaz and the rulers of Judah more generally. The 
reference in 8: 17 to Yahweh's 'hiding his face' from the house of 
Jacob shows the negative response which greeted the prophet's 
message with its accompanying demand. It is this forewarning of the 
reception which would be accorded to his prophecies from the time of 
the Syro-Ephraimite crisis, which forms the immediate point of 
reference in the divine commission to 'harden' the hearts of the 
people. Most probably the memoir itself was composed by the prophet 
shortly after the crisis was resolved by the fall of Damascus and 
Samaria to the Assyrians in 733, with the consequent breaking up of 
the territory controlled by Ephraim in the North (cf. Introduction, pp. 
IOf.; and see below on 8 :23). There is contained within the scope of 
the prophet's memoir, therefore, beginning with his account of his 
call and proceeding to report his prophecies and the refusal of Ahaz to 
heed them, an element of theodicy showing why the disaster inflicted 
on Israel by the Assyrians in 733 had come about. 

The account of the call falls into three parts: (I) 6: 1-3: a vision of 
God. (2) vv. 4-7: an act of cleansing and prophetic preparation. (3) vv. 
8-r I: the giving of the divine commission. Vv. 12-13 are a later 
addition to the original call account, made most probably during the 
sixth century (Wildberger: cf. also Barth, pp. 195f., 248, who relates it 
to other redactional additions from the period of the exile in the sixth 
century) to take account of the destruction of Judah brought about by 
Babylon. The final clause of v. 13 has then been added later still, 
towards the latter part of the exilic age, to introduce an element of 
hope into the sombre note of threat which otherwise dominates the 
entire chapter. 

The form of the prophetic call-narrative has occasioned a good deal 
of discussion, and it is evident that the account of Isaiah's call shows 
marked similarities with the vision of the heavenly court of Yahweh 
to be found in I Kg. 22: 19-23. Cf. 0. H. Steck, op. cit., pp. r89ff., 
who argues strongly that the Isaianic account must be interpreted as a 
record of the prophet's entry into the heavenly council (Heb. so{!) of 
Yahweh, rather than as a call proper. Yet there is no reason to 
question the generally accepted view that Isa. 6 intends to show how 
Isaiah came to be a prophet of God, and the special commission that 
he had received. It bears comparison, therefore, with similar accounts 
in Jer. I :4-ro and Ezek. 1: 3-3: 15 and it is questionable whether 
we can use the narrative to discover anything of the prophet's inner 
experience, or even of his spiritual autobiography. Cf. my Prophecy 
and Tradition, pp. 34ff. The narrative is concerned with the divine 
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origin and authority of the prophet's message, and the prophet's 
own personal authority is seen to be derived from this. In the 
case of Isaiah, it is also evident that the royal rejection of his 
message, recounted in 7: 2ff., has reflected back heavily upon the 
prophet's claim to be God's spokesman. By incorporating a divine 
forewarning that this rejection would come, the prophet has estab
lished even more emphatically his own claim to have stood in the 
council of Yahweh, and to be in a position to reveal his intentions to 
his people. 

6: 1. In the year that King Uzziah died: The year is most probably 
736/5, but in any case Uzziah's leprosy (2 Kg. 15: 5) had precluded the 
king's active participation in politics for some time. Affairs had been 
conducted by his son Jotham, who acted as co-regent until his death, 
and then by Ahaz. On the chronology that we have followed, Jotham 
had predeceased his father, and had been succeeded by his own son 
Ahaz, who was co-regent at the time ofUzziah's death. We do not have 
any prophecies from Isaiah, therefore, dating back to Jotham's reign, 
nor at all before the time of the outbreak of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis. 
See below on 7: Iff. According to 2 Kg. 15: 37 this alliance of the 
Northern Kingdom and Syria against Judah had already begun in the 
time of Jotham's co-regency, but this is almost certainly a rather 
extended perspective. It no doubt reflects, however, the worsening of 
relations between Israel and Judah before the time of Uzziah's death, 
which made Isaiah's concern with Yahweh's will for both kingdoms 
of Israel (Ephraim) and Judah all the more relevant. Uzziah's death 
was important as marking a change in the political intentions of 
Judah, since it left Ahaz free to implement his own plans concerning 
the two threatening kingdoms in the north, and concerning his own 
relationship to Assyria. This was to prove the decisive turning-point 
in the entire fortunes of the two sister kingdoms which had developed 
from the once great kingdom of Israel. It marked the beginning of 
Israel's confrontation with Assyria and the first stage in the decline 
and dissolution of both kingdoms in the following century and a half. 
It was, therefore, to prove 'a year of destiny' in the history of Israel. I 
saw the LORD sitting upon a throne: Although the prophet found 
himself in the earthly temple, what he saw was the heavenly throne of 
God, which the earthly building merely symbolised. Cf. my God and 
Temple, pp. 4off. Fohrer denies that the prophet was in the temple at 
all, and claims that the entire scene is visionary, but this is to ignore 
the many elements drawn from the setting and liturgy of the 
Jerusalem sanctuary. There is no need to suppose that Isaiah regarded 
the Ark as forming the throne of God, nor even that the prophet was 
actually peering into the inner sanctuary, the d']zir, at all. Yet it seems 
certain that the vision occurred during the celebration of some 
solemn act of worship, as the choral antiphon ofv. 3 suggests. That it 
was the New Year's Day of the Autumn Festival, in which the divine 
kingship was especially celebrated, certainly goes beyond the reason
able evidence. To what extent the divine disclosure and commission
ing have been stylised as a vision is now impossible to determine. 
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Visions are not elsewhere clearly evident in Isaiah's prophecies, but 
the whole psychological basis upon which the prophet's reception of 
the divine message was established cannot now be confidently re
constructed. Cf. my Prophecy and Tradition, p. 38. 
his train filled the temple suggests that God was conceived to be 
wearing a robe so large that its train occupied the whole space of the 
main hall (Heb. he/1iil) of the temple. This may be coupled with the 
notion which many commentators have discerned (cf. Steck, op. cit., 
p. 194n.) that God was regarded as a figure of giant proportions. How
ever, it may simply be a more stylised convention for asserting the 
'hiddenness' of God, and his incomparable splendour, by pointing to 
his garments, rather than the appearance of his Person. In any case it 
is possible that the smoke, mentioned in v. 4, was symbolically 
associated with this train. 

2. Above him stood the seraphim: The seraphim are described 
sufficiently fully for us to make out the basic characteristics of their 
appearance. See especially K. R. Joines,JBL 86 (1967), pp. 410-15; J. 
de Savignac, VT 22 (1972), pp. 320-5. Their name indicates that they 
were conceived to be of serpent form (cf. the 'fiery serpents' of Num. 
21 : 6; Dt. 8: 15), but possessed of three pairs of wings and hands and 
feet like a man. Such creatures of mixed form were popular in 
Egyptian royal symbolism, where the winged cobra (uraeus) was a 
widely used symbol for a divine protective spirit guarding the king. It 
appears prominently both on royal headdresses and as a throne adorn
ment. The seraphim must be regarded, therefore, as guardian deities, 
or servants, protecting the way to the throne of Yahweh, and com
parable to the cherubim, images of which stood in the inner sanctuary 
of the Jerusalem temple (I Kg. 6 :23-28). These latter certainly had 
the forms of winged lions. There is no indication that any images of 
seraphim were set in the sanctum of the Jerusalem temple, although a 
bronze snake had been set there and was removed in Hezekiah's reign 
(2 Kg. 18 :4). More probably the uraeus-serpent form was familiar in 
Israel in the relief-work adorning thrones (cf. ANEP, fig. 381ff.). 
and with two he covered his feet, must be a euphemism for the 
covering of the sexual parts, further heightening the portrayal of the 
part-human character of the creatures. 

3. Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts must derive from a choral 
antiphon actually sung in the Jerusalem temple. This strongly points 
to the prophet's vision having taken place during some act of worship, 
although it is possible that the account has simply made use of known 
liturgical features of the Jerusalem temple worship. For the holiness 
of God as a cultic concept of 'otherness', cf. N. H. Snaith, Distinctive 
Ideas of the Old Testament, London, 1944, pp. 21ff. the whole earth is 
full of his glory. There is no sharp distinction in the Hebrew between 
the concepts of 'earth' and 'land' so that the praise of Yahweh as the 
national God of Israel-Judah and the universal God of all the earth is 
combined in the one ascription. For Yahweh's glory, cf. above on 4: 5. 

4. And the foundations of the thresholds shook: The most natural 
understanding of the verse is that it describes the prophet's impres-
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sion of what was taking place in the actual temple where he was. 
However, it is virtually impossible to distinguish between the 
psychological 'visionary' elements of the liCcount and the actual 
liturgical features which have been subsumed into it. Hence it is 
impossible to isolate the voice of him who called as a heavenly rather 
than an earthly one. Similarly the smoke which filled the house must 
derive from the smoke of incense and offerings in the sanctuary, even 
though it has become linked as a part of the visionary accompaniment 
of a theophany (cf. the 'cloud' of glory in 4: 5, and in the Priestly 
Writing more generally; G. von Rad, Studies in Deuteronomy, pp. 
41ff.). For foundations (Heb. 'amm<ll) Schoors would prefer 'hinges 
( of the doorposts )'. 

4-7 commence the second part of the call account which consists of 
an act of cleansing and preparation of the prophet for his task. 

5. And I said: 'Woe is me! For I am lost': The prophet's utterance 
of woe is one of grief, not wrath, although both hoy and' oy are used to 
express both grief and anger without clear distinction between them. 
The verb translated I am lost (Heb. nisl.mcri) is of uncertain meaning. 
The ancient versions took dmh as a variant of dmm, 'to be silent'. Cf. 
L. Kohler, Kleine Lichter, pp. 32f., and 0. Kaiser who translates 'I 
must be silent'. Yet this gives too weak a meaning in the context, 
which points to a more complete sense of being overwhelmed. 
Hence, 'I am finisl}ed, doomed' appears more likely to be correct; cf. 
K-B, p. 216, and 'KSV's I am lost. for I am a man of unclean lips 
points to the prophet's intense awareness, not simply of guilt in 
general, but specifically of unfitness to use his mouth in the service of 
God. There is in this a very real understanding that he was being 
called upon to become the spokesman of God's word. The fact that he 
lived in the midst of a people of unclean lips refers to his conscious
ness of the prevalence of sins of speech among the people generally 
(cf. Exod. 20:7, 16; Ps. 15:3; Prov. 10:18ff.). The reference to the 
guilt of the people generally is used to emphasise that the prophet felt 
that he had hitherto been no different from the rest of his nation, but 
that he was now being called upon to fulfil a task which required him 
to be quite separate from them. 

6. Then flew one of the seraphim to me: The ritual of cleansing 
the lips of the prophet which now takes place is otherwise unattested 
in the Old Testament. Its closest counterpart would appear to be in 
forms of 'trial by ordeal' which are more widely known in the ancient 
Near East. Cf. R.H. Kennett, Ancient Hebrew Social Life and Custom 
(Schweich Lectures 1931), London, 1933, pp. 95ff. It seems probable, 
however, that Isaiah was familiar with such a practice of touching the 
lips with a live coal, not as a form of trial, but as a ritual of cleansing. 
Whether it ever existed as a regularly repeated ritual in the Jerusalem 
temple (as inferred by I. Engnell, The Call of Isaiah, pp. 3If.) can 
only be conjectured. 

7, your guilt is taken away: With the cleansing of the lips the 
whole being of the prophet is assumed to have been purged from sin, 
and thereby made ready for the service of Yahweh as his prophetic 
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messenger. For the conceptions of guilt (Heh. 'awon) and sin (Heh. 
IJat!W, see THAT, I, cols. 541-9; II, cols. 243-9. Although the vo
cabulary still retains many of its features of a cultic 'taboo' notion of 
sin, the reference to sins of the lips shows a strongly moral element to 
have been present here. The prophet is not submitting to a cultic 
ceremony of ordination, but rather to the whole preparation of his 
being which could alone be the pre-condition of such an ordination. 

8. Whom shall I send: The dialogue reflects the prophet's feeling 
of being allowed to overhear deliberations that were taking place in 
the heavenly court among the members of the divine council. Yet it is 
clear that Isaiah recognised that the question addressed to the other 
members of the heavenly assembly could only be answered by him
self, and that it was, in this way, directed towards him. With this verse 
the commissioning of the prophet begins, although it would be 
artificial to make a strong distinction between the acts of calling and 
commissioning. What the prophet was summoned to do was in
separably bound up with the message that he was called upon to 
deliver. In a very real sense the call was derivative from the nature of 
the message which required to be delivered to the people. The 
prophet had no status or authority outside of the status and authority 
of the word which God had placed upon his lips. The question and 
who will go for us? reflects the idea that God was surrounded by the 
court made up of his heavenly servants. Then I said, 'Here am I! 
Send me': The prophet's response indicates his acceptance of the 
commission to take God's message to the people. In a sense it was 
viewed at this point as a single assignment, but there can be little 
doubt that Isaiah regarded it as only the first of a number of such 
assignments so that his entire life thereafter was to be at the disposal 
of Yahweh. Up to this point no indication has been given of the 
content of the message the prophet will be called upon to take. It is 
clear from the way that the account has been constructed, however, 
that the prophet's special purging from all guile and deceit has been 
stressed in order to prepare the way for the disclosure that the 
message will not prove to be a popular or readily acceptable one. 

9. And he said, 'Go, and say to this people': The addressees of the 
message are now made known, and it becomes evident from the 
manner of Yahweh's describing them as this people that he will no 
longer lay claim to them as constituting 'his people' (cf. I :2-3). Not 
only is there a note of divine rejection implicit in the title used, but 
also some awareness that the people of Judah and Jerusalem whom 
Isaiah will address do not constitute the whole of the people who were 
once Yahweh's. The political dissension between Judah and Israel 
(Ephraim) had already emerged before the time of Isaiah's call, and 
the policy that Ahaz was so soon to embark upon was calculated to 
make the rift wider still. Against this Isaiah still held to the belief that 
both houses of Israel belonged to Yahweh but had rebelled against 
him. Their current differences with each other were simply a reflec
tion of this wider rebellion against God. 
Hear and hear, but do not understand: The saying is in part full of 
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irony, for the prophet undoubtedly did, very passionately and 
sincerely, want the people to hear and to understand. Cf. E. M. Good, 
Irony in the Old Testament, London, 1965, p. 136. At the same time 
we must undoubtedly accept that the prophet has written down this 
report of his call at some interval after the actual experience on which 
it was based had taken place. He has thereby incorporated into it 
features of the reception of the message which were only subse
quently discovered by him. Yet, since he fully accepted that Yahweh 
was sovereign over his word, he understood the hardening that had 
taken place as entirely within the divine purpose. Cf. 0. H. Steck, 
EvTh 33 (1973), pp. 77-90; J. M. Schmidt, VT 21 (1971), pp. 78-90. 
The forewarning of this feature, with its implication that God knew in 
advance that the people would not respond to his message, provides 
an essential basis for the understanding of it. It was a word of 
assurance that Ahaz had refused to heed. Therefore it had become to 
him and his people a word of judgment. Cf. below on 7: 1ff. 

10. Make the heart of this people fat: The heart was the seat of 
reasoning and intelligence in Hebrew psychology. Cf. H. W. Wolff, 
Anthropology of the Old Testament, London, 1974, pp. 4off. To make 
the heart fat, therefore, was to dull the sense of the people so that 
they became incapable of making intelligent and rational decisions. 
Their senses had become so dulled that they failed to act responsibly 
to the situation in which they found themselves. By such an in
sistence that he had been told by God in advance to render the people 
incapable of reasoned judgment, Isaiah made absolutely clear to them 
that their refusal to listen to his words, and to act accordingly, was an 
action of the grossest irrationality. lest they see with their eyes shows 
that the prophet did deliver his message with a firm hope that it would 
enable his hearers to turn to Yahweh and be healed. Yet he was no 
conventional preacher of a message of repentance, for it was not a 
general willingness to obey the laws of Yahweh that he demanded, 
but a more specific response to a concrete political issue at a decisive 
moment for the existence of Judah and Israel. Once that moment had 
passed, and the wrong decision had been taken, it would be too late 
subsequently for remorse. 

II. Then I said, 'How long, 0 LORD?'. The cry How long? is 
regularly used for the opening of laments (cf. Ps. 89:46). Although 
the element of questioning God is genuine, the cry was not simply a 
request to know how long the suffering must be endured, but a deep
rooted plea that it might be swiftly brought to an end. The picture that 
then follows in the verse Until cities lie waste without inhabitant 
Pictures the devastation that would be caused by war. The reference 
intended by the land must primarily have been to Judah and 
Jerusalem, which would suffer as a result of the threatened judgment, 
but we must certainly accept that Isaiah also saw the Northern 
Kingdom as included. Jn this reflection on his prophetic commission 
and its meaning for his people, he saw it to have contained a threat of 
military destruction that would embrace both houses of Israel (cf. 
8 : 14). To what extent Isaiah was conscious at the time of his call that 
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a grave new military threat from Assyria faced both Judah and Israel is 
not clear. Certainly it must have been politically obvious to any well
informed citizen, but equally certainly here Isaiah was recalling his 
divine commission in the light of what had happened in the Syro
Ephraimite war of735-733. 

I2. and the LORD removes men far away: Vv. 12-13 (apart from v. 
13c) are an addition made later by an editor to show how the judgment 
had taken effect in the deportation of many from the land. Wild
berger, I, pp. 257f., would relate this to the situation after 721 when 
many citizens of the Northern Kingdom were carried off by Assyria. 
Barth, p. 196, argues that it emanates from the exilic age and relates 
primarily to Judah, with the removal of many of its inhabitants to 
Babylon. He thus connects it with such other additions as 3 :25-4: 1, 
5: 14, 17, etc. 

13. And though a tenth remain in it: The verse is in a difficult state 
of textual disrepair, and numerous suggestions for emendation have 
been proposed. Cf. S. Iwry, JBL 76 (1957), pp. 225-32; W. F. 
Albright, Strasbourg Congress Volume (VT Supp. 4), (1957), pp. 254f.; 
G. W. Ahlstrom,JSS 19 (1974), pp. 169-72. NEB's rendering reflects 
the widely adopted view that Heb, barn should be restored to read 
biimiih, 'high-place'. Hence the noun maffeb.el, stump, would then 
have its regular meaning of 'sacred pole'. Thus 'a sacred pole thrown 
out from its place in a hill-shrine' (NEB). Cf. further G. R. Driver, 
JSS 13 (1968), p. 38, who suggests 'like an oak or a terebinth, which is 
cast away from the site of a high place'. This understands mif~el2.e1 as a 
noun meaning 'site, position, location' (Heb. feb.el), with the pre
position min. In spite of the textual difficulties, and the lack of a 
completely satisfactory resolution of them, it is evident that the 
metaphor is one expressing threat. Just as the stump, or trunk, of a 
tree may be burned after the tree is felled, so will the survivors of 
Israel and Judah suffer further punishment, when they already feel 
that they have suffered more than enough. For the idea of the 
decimation of a population, cf. Am. 5 : 3. 

The final words of v. 13c, The holy seed is its stump, which are 
relegated to the margin in NEE, are a gloss from the post-exilic age. It 
elicits an element of hope from the metaphor used by the earlier 
redactor who added vv. 12-13 that even the stump of a felled tree may 
grow again. It is probable that the holy seed refers to the survivors of 
Judah in general, rather than to the royal seed of the house of David. 

THE SIGN OF SHEAR-JASHUB 

7:1-9 
With the commencement of eh. 7 we are introduced to a series of 
prophecies from the time of the Syro-Ephraimite war (735-733), 
which extends down to 8 : 18, and concludes the reporting of 
prophecies contained in Isaiah's memoir, as shown by the preser
vation of the first-person form. From considerations of the 
chronology of Isaiah's ministry which we have already dealt with we 
may conclude that this period represents the earliest of Isaiah's 
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activity and therefore provides a key to understanding the message 
with which his work began. The threatening character of this has 
already been noted through the connection which exists between chs. 
6 and 7 as parts of Isaiah's memoir. 

The outbreak of the Syro-Ephraimite war (see Introduction, pp. 
1of.) marked the beginning of the fall of the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel to Assyria. With the capture of Samaria in 733 and the fall 
of Damascus in the following year, both to the armies of Tiglath 
Pileser III (745-727), there occurred a major reduction in Israel's 
territory. Only a rump state was left in the hill country of Ephraim 
around Samaria. Judah also was forced into a position of vassalage to 
Assyria, a humiliation and suffering which it appears previously to 
have escaped. Yet the beginning of the crisis, according to 2 Kg. 
15: 37, goes back even as far as Jotham's co-regency. In the year 735 
(734 according to H. Donner) Pekah, king of Israel, and Rezin 
(properly Ratyan), king of Syria, attempted to draw Ahaz into joining 
an anti-Assyrian coalition. Ahaz refused, and as a result the allies in the 
north planned to remove him from his throne and to replace him by a 
certain hen Tabeel (cf. 7: 6), who would be more agreeable to their 
intentions. Who exactly this nominee was has been much discussed 
(see below in Zoe.), but the plan to remove Ahaz was evidently directed 
at the royal family and palace, rather than against the people of Judah 
in general. In any case the army of Judah was felt to be of great 
importance in the stand against Assyria that was projected. For what
ever reason, most likely that of political common sense, Ahaz held 
fast to his refusal to join the coalition and instead planned to send a 
deputation to Assyria with a massive tribute in order to elicit Assyrian 
protection (2 Kg. 16: 7--9). In pursuance of their plan the northern 
allies attacked and laid siege to Jerusalem, but failed to capture it 
(7: 1). The calling off of the siege was undoubtedly brought about as a 
result of Ahaz's appeal to Assyria and the swiftness of their response. 
Inevitably the Syro-Ephraimite armies were heavily defeated by the 
Assyrians. The Aramean state of Damascus was incorporated directly 
into the Assyrian provincial system, whereas the rump state of Israel 
was left as a vassal kingdom. However, the northern territories of 
Galilee, as well as the entire coastal plain, were severed from Israel 
(cf. on 9: I [Heh. 8: 23)). 

The historical note in Isa. 7: I has been taken by an editor from 2 

Kg. 16: 5, with which it has a close verbal similarity, in order to 
provide the setting for the prophecy of Isaiah in 7: 2--9. It develops 
still further the work of the editor who has added the names of Ahaz's 
opponents in v. 4b. It is important, however, to recognise that this 
note carries the story of the alliance into a later stage than had been 
reached by the time of Isaiah's encounter with Ahaz. At this point the 
siege of Jerusalem had not begun, but was already feared, and Ahaz 
had not sent off his deputation to Assyria. The goal of Isaiah's 
message was to persuade Ahaz to maintain a position of strict neu
trality, neither submitting to the plans of Pekah and Rezin nor send
ing the emissaries to Assyria. By so doing Isaiah clearly hoped that the 
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inevitable consequences of submission to Assyria could be avoided. 
At the same time, as a prophet with a concern for both the houses 
of Israel and Judah, Isaiah must have hoped to avoid the deeper 
poisoning of relationships between the two kingdoms which would 
inevitably result from Ahaz's proposed action. In the event it is clear 
that Ahaz refused to heed Isaiah's message, which was essentially that 
he had nothing to fear from the alliance that was ranged against him. 
Isaiah then sent two further messages of a similar character to Ahaz 
after intervals of time which cannot be precisely determined (7: 10-17 
and 8: 1-4). At what point between these three prophecies the depu
tation set off for Assyria is not clear. If it were after the time of the first 
such message from Isaiah, then the latter two prophecies must be 
held to have possessed a confirmatory nature. Since the interval pre
supposed between the giving of the first and third of these prophecies 
extended apparently over a period of more than a year, and possibly 
more than two years (see below on 7: 1off.) it is unlikely that Ahaz 
could have delayed that long. In any event it is evident from the 
conclusion of Isaiah's memoir, as well as from the sharpening note of 
bitterness and anger that intrudes into the prophecies (cf. especially 
7: 13), that Ahaz refused to listen to Isaiah. It is this refusal on the part 
of the king that gives to the series of three prophecies a highly distinc
tive character. In their formal presentation they are prophecies of 
assurance and hope, but those which require to be accepted and acted 
upon to be effective (cf. 7: 9). By refusing to accept them, and by 
refusing to maintain the strict neutrality which such acceptance 
demanded, Ahaz had turned his back on Yahweh, who in turn would 
hide his face from his people (cf. 8 : 17). The promise that had been 
spurned would be turned into judgment (cf. 8: 14-15). Thus 
prophecies which in their verbal content express hope had become for 
Ahaz and his people threats of doom. This alone accounts for the 
strange ambivalence of the language, which has greatly perplexed 
many commentators. How the threat would take effect on Ahaz 
himself is not altogether clear, since its formulation in 7 : 9 is very 
terse. However, Isaiah certainly warned that Ahaz's throne would not 
be secure, and his meaning appears to have contained the implication 
that the very continuance of the Davidic dynasty would be thrown in 
jeopardy (cf. 0. H. Steck, ThZ 29 [1973], pp. 163f.). At the very least it 
would have made unthinkable any reconciliation of the Northern 
Kingdom with Judah under a Davidic king. 

The prophecies of Isaiah are centred upon the sign-names given to 
three children, all of whom either are, or are to be, offspring of the 
prophet. We can, therefore, compare the three sign-names given to 
children of the prophet Hosea in Hos. 1 : 2-9. There can be no doubt 
that in Isaiah the names of the three children are in a connected 
sequence, and that the coqclusion of the memoir in 8: 18 provides a 
summarising conclusion about their role. The names given to the 
three children, Shear-jashub (7 :3), Immanuel (7: 14) and Maher
shalal-hashbaz (8: 1, 3) are themselves sign-messages from God, but 
in order to make unmistakably plain what they mean interpretations 
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are added by the prophet himself (7 :7-9; 7: 16-17; 8 :4). A later 
redactor, probably from the time of the following century, has spelt 
out still more clearly the prophet's meaning by making explicit the 
references to 'the king of Assyria' in 7: 17 and 8 :4 (cf. also the same 
procedure in 7: 4). The import of the sign-names and the appended 
interpretations, full of enigmatic circumlocutions as they are, leave 
no doubt as to what the prophet's message was. The attempt to depose 
Ahaz and to replace him with ben Tabeel would fail and the siege of 
Jerusalem would have to be relinquished. Both Damascus and 
Samaria would be plundered by the Assyrians (8: 4), so that the entire 
aim of the anti-Assyrian coalition would prove to be disastrous. Ahaz, 
therefore, should maintain his neutrality, and would have nothing to 
fear from the threat at which he had evidently been greatly alarmed 
(7: 2). Only by such a resolute stand could he hope to secure his 
throne (7 :9). 

A major problem in connection with this interpretation of the 
names of the three children, especially in connection with the under
standing of the Immanuel child as that of the prophet himself, has 
been felt in the time-scale it implies. The first child had already been 
born (7: 3), whereas the second child was expected but not yet born 
(7: 14), and the third child had not even been conceived at the time of 
the prophet's revealing his name (8: 1, 3). Furthermore, the interpre
tations of the names of the second and third children point to an 
interval of time of upwards of a year (7 : 16; 8 : 4) before the threat from 
Syria and Ephraim would be finally removed. All of this has to be 
fitted within a period ofless than three years (735-732), by which time 
the Syro-Ephraimite crisis had passed. However, two points may be 
made. In the first place, it is not certain that all three children were 
born to the same woman, so that the period of pregnancy between the 
second and third births may have overlapped. Secondly, the prophet 
simply declared the outer limits of time, by deliberately vague circum
locutions, before which the threat to Ahaz would have been removed. 
That the swiftness of Assyrian action resolved the crisis sooner in no 
way undermines the authenticity of how Isaiah foresaw such action 
developing. Thirdly, we have already noted that there is some un
certainty about the time and circumstances of the beginning of the 
crisis. It has undoubtedly been an effect of the inclusion of the 
historical note in 7 : I that it suggests that the threat to Jerusalem and 
Ahaz had already reached an advanced stage when Isaiah was sent to 
confront Ahaz. As the content of the message of 7: 2-9 shows, this 
was certainly not the case, so that the time of this confrontation may, 
in reality, have been earlier than has usually been envisaged. What is 
clear is that it took place before Ahaz sent his deputation, bearing 
tribute and an appeal for help, to Assyria. Precisely when this was 
cannot be certainly ascertained. There is no reason at all, therefore, 
why all three incidents involving the giving of prophetic messages 
through sign-names attached to Isaiah's children should not have 
been completed within the space of approximately three years. It may 
have been significantly less. 
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Because of the importance of the prophecy concerning the 
Immanuel child in Christian tradition (cf. Matt. 1 : 22-23), and the 
complexity of the prophecy contained in 7: 10-17, it has given rise to a 
very extensive literature, which cannot be examined in detail here 
(see Bibliography). 

7: I. In the days of Ahaz the son of Jotham: The historical note 
here concerning the background and circumstances of the Syro
Ephraimite crisis which led to Isaiah's prophecies, has been taken 
from 2 Kg. 16: 5. It was not, therefore, a part of the original Isaianic 
memoir. Most likely it was added during the sixth century at a time 
when the context oflsaiah's prophecies was already in danger of being 
forgotten. Rezin the king of Syria was Ra,syan, who appears to have 
taken the initiative in persuading Pekah of Israel to unite in forming 
an anti-Assyrian coalition. What other states were also involved is not 
certainly known, but already in 738 a large coalition of central Syrian 
states had united against Assyria, and their revolt quelled. Tiglath
pileser's annals also mention a move against Philistia in 734, strongly 
suggesting that a number of the western Syrian and Mediterranean 
kingdoms were likely to have been involved. If this were the case, 
then Ahaz's refusal to join such a coalition may have made him 
distinctly isolated, and a potential threat to the security of the entire 
anti-Assyrian plan. The reference to the fact that they came up to 
Jerusalem points to the implementing of a siege against the city, but 
evidently this had not begun by the time of Isaiah's meeting with 
Ahaz recounted in 7 : 2ff. Similarly the mention that they could not 
conquer it indicates the eventual outcome of the attempt, which had 
certainly not yet been decided at the stage marked by Isaiah's 
prophecy, when Ahaz was still full of alarm at the threat to him and 
his throne (7 :2) . 

.2. When the house of David was told is of singular interest be
cause its reference to Ahaz is in the form of a reference to the dynasty 
which he represented. This strongly hints in the direction of a threat 
to the continuance of this dynasty through the attempt to replace Ahaz 
by ben Tabeel (v. 6), as well as by Isaiah's own implied admonition in 
7 :9. Just how far Isaiah felt himself to be deeply committed to the 
Davidic dynasty as an essential part of Yahweh's purpose for Israel is 
not entirely certain. If the prophecy in 9 :2-7 is authentically from 
Isaiah (see below in lac.), then it may well be that the prophet did 
accept the importance of the ancient tradition which linked the rule of 
the Davidides in Jerusalem to a special prophetic promise (cf. 2 Sam. 
7: 13). In this case it is reasonable to understand Isaiah's assurance 
that the plan to remove Ahaz would fail as linked to such a tradition. 
However, it is abundantly plain that Isaiah did not accept that the 
Davidic dynasty could be assured ofYahweh's protection and support 
in all circumstances as the threat implied by the condition in v. 9b 
shows. The phrase Syria is in league with Ephraim has occasioned 
some difficulty because the interpretation of the verb is in league with 
(Heb. nah) is not clear. Wildberger is probably correct in seeing here a 
form of the verb nualf, 'to settle down, rest', with the meaning 'has 
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settled on, imposed its will on', whereas the RSV translation postu
lates a denominative verb meaning 'is brother with'. Cf. 0. Eissfeldt, 
Kleine Schriften, III, ed. F. Maass and R. Sellheim, Tubingen, 1966, 
pp. 124-8. Wildberger's view would reflect the fact that the main 
initiative to deal with Judah came from Syria. The fear of the king is 
fully acknowledged with the mention that his heart and the heart of 
his people shook. The reference to the people indicates the popular 
attachment to the Davidic dynasty, which may have been a factor that 
the very contrary view held in Samaria had not taken adequately into 
account. 

3. And the LORD said to Isaiah must originally have been 
recorded in the first person, 'and the LORD said to me', as a part of the 
prophet's own memoir. You and Shear-jashub your son introduces 
us to the prophet's child and his mysterious sign-name, which is 
clearly intended to provide a major constituent part of the prophet's 
message to the king. Presumably the name had already been conferred 
prior to this time, although we cannot rule out the possibility that it 
was given especially for this occasion. If the former is the case then it 
undoubtedly opens the possibility that it was originally applied to a 
different situation from that which now faced Ahaz. An immense 
variety of possible interpretations have been canvassed for the under
standing of the name (cf. Wildberger, I, pp. 277f.). Certainly the idea 
of a 'remnant' of an army (Heb. s'iir cf. H. Wildberger, THAT, II, 
cols. 844ff.), points to the defeat and flight of that army. Yet the 
interpretation of the name given in vv. 7b, 8a and 9a (see in Joe.). 
shows that Isaiah intended the presence of the child with his 
message-bearing name to be a word of assurance to Ahaz that he had 
nothing to fear from the alliance that was ranged against him. 
Possibly the name originally bore a significance applicable to another 
context, but so far as Isaiah's encounter with Ahaz is concerned it 
must mean one thing only: the armies of the Arameans and Israelites 
which were now threatening to march against Jerusalem would be 
defeated and reduced to a remnant. Certainly Isaiah had no illusions 
that such an overthrow of the threatened attack on Jerusalem could be 
inflicted by the relatively small army of Judah, so he must have in
tended this message to refer to a defeat inflicted by the Assyrians. For 
Ahaz the import of the message was that he should maintain his strict 
neutrality by not appealing for aid to Assyria and thereby inviting 
them to interfere more extensively in the affairs of both Israel and 
Judah. There are no indications that the prophet cherished any 
Utopian notions that Jerusalem could always be assured of Yahweh's 
protection, or that he failed to take seriously the strength of the 
opposition that was now directed towards deposing Ahaz (see below 
on 8: n-15). The decision that he sought from Ahaz was a perfectly 
sane and well-considered one in the circumstances. 

The location of the meeting-place at the end of the conduit of the 
upper pool has not been certainly identified, but may have been that 
of the ancient reservoir at the site of Birket el Hamra (cf. BHH, II, 
cols. 841f.). 
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4. Take heed, be quiet, do not fear: The emphatic repetition of the 
admonitions not to be afraid shows clearly that the substance of 
Isaiah's message to the king was one of assurance. Yet it was an 
assurance that needed to be believed and acted upon if it were to 
become effective. because of these two smouldering stumps of fire
brands expresses ironic contempt for the two kings which headed the 
alliance. It is a later redactor who has interpreted the metaphor by 
the addition of the words at the fierce anger of Rezin and Syria and 
the son ofRemaliah. No doubt it was the same redactor who added the 
glosses in 7 : 17, 20 and 8 : 4 to identify the prophet's metaphorical 
allusion. Barth, p. 198, argues that all four glosses were made at the 
time when the Isaianic memoir was still an independent source. 

s. Because Syria, with Ephraim effectively captures the sense of 
where the initiative for the attack on Judah lay. 

6. Let us go up against Judah and terrify it reveals something of 
the circumscribed aims of the alliance against Ahaz. By terrorising the 
population into an acceptance of their plan, the Aramean-Israelite 
coalition hoped to get rid of Ahaz without impairing the strength of 
Judah's army for resistance against Assyria. Very probably they could 
also count on a faction within Judah which was sympathetic to their 
aims. The declaration and set up the son of Tabeel as king: in the 
midst of it in traduces us to the nominee which the coalition intended 
to use to replace Ahaz. Who he was is not entirely clear, but most 
probably he was a 'pliant Ararnean' of non-Davidic origin. Cf. H. 
Donner, in J. H. Hayes and J.M. Miller (eds.), Israelite andJudean 
History, p. 426; Y. Aharoni, The Land of the Bible, p. 328; B. Mazar, 
IEJ 7 (1957), pp. 137-45, 229-38. The last scholar links the name 
Tabeel (tall.'el) with that of Tobiah (cf. Neh. 2: 10, etc.), and argues 
that the Tobiad family ruled in Gilead at this time. A Vanel, Studies on 
Prophecy (VT Supp. 26), pp. 17-24, identifies him as a Phoenician 
prince, the son of lttobaal, king of Tyre. This would certainly pre
suppose the contention that the Phoenician cities supported the anti
Assyrian pact. There is no positive evidence that ben Tabeel was of 
Davidic descent, either directly or through marriage, and this possi
bility should be discounted. Ahaz's fear, therefore, must genuinely 
have concerned his entire household and dynasty. 

7. It shall not stand, and it shall not come to pass: The brief saying 
provides a definitive declaration of the prophet's message to the king, 
and the import of the name of Shear-jashub, the prophet's son. The 
reference is indubitably to the plot to depose Ahaz. Why Isaiah was so 
confident that the plan would not succeed is not clear, but most prob
ably the major factor that weighed with his judgment was the convic
tion that the ultimate aims ofthe anti-Assyrian coalition were doomed 
to failure. Already the strength of Tiglath-pileser III had been amply 
demonstrated in his earlier campaign in the West. Cf. A. Alt, Kleine 
Schriften, II, pp. 150-62. Ahaz had nothing to gain from joining such 
an alliance, therefore, and participating in its downfall. Yet neither 
need he invite the Assyrians to be his unseemly protectors. Isaiah 
seems also to have felt sure that Ahaz's life was not in danger. 
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8. For the head of Syria is Damascus: We are here introduced to 
the striking feature of several of Isaiah's prophecies that they employ 
long and enigmatic sounding circumlocutions. The meaning in vv. 8a 
and 9a, which displays a parallel form, is reasonably clear. Behind 
each of the countries which were aligned against Ahaz was a city, and 
on the throne of that city was a mere man. Hence the countries were 
no stronger than the plans of the men who ruled them, and these were 
not the plans of God. They were destined for failure, therefore, as 
merely 'human' designs. Cf. 30 : 1. 

The second half of v. 8, Within sixty-five years Ephraim ... 
people, is a glossator's addition which has come in much later. It 
serves to clarify, by referring to the events relating to the collapse of 
the Northern Kingdom of Israel, that the prophecy had been fulfilled. 
If the prophecy is to be dated in 735/4, this would bring the calcu
lation of sixty-five years down to approximately 670 BC. This was a 
time when Esarhaddon ruled Assyria (68o-669 BC), and when further 
extensive depopulation of the provinces into which the Israelite 
kingdom had been divided, took place (cf. Ezr. 4: 2). This seems the 
most likely interpretation of the gloss, although Barth, pp. 2oof., 
would count back from the time of the fall of Samaria to Assyria in 
733, and see in this addition the glossator's reckoning of the period of 
the decline of the Northern Kingdom. Thereby it would establish a 
much more immediate relevance of the sign-name to Ahaz himself. 
D. L. Christensen, Transformations of the War Oracle in Old 
Testament Prophecy, Missoula, 1975, pp. r27ff., sees in Isa. 7: 7-9 the 
form of the ancient prophetic 'war oracle'. 

9. If you will not believe: There is a conscious play in Hebrew on 
the sound of the verbs believe ... be established, which are 
etymologically related. Just what exactly was implied by the threat 
that if he did not trust in Isaiah's message he would not be secure is 
not made plain to Ahaz. Clearly his own retention of the throne was 
shown to be in jeopardy, but Isaiah seems positively to hint at more 
than this and to be implying that the continuance of the Davidic 
dynasty would be threatened. Cf. 0. H. Steck, ThZ 29 (1973), p. 163. 

THE SIGN OF IMMANUEL 

7:10-17 

A second encounter between Isaiah and Ahaz is now recorded which 
took place at some interval of time after the first (cf. Again the LORD 
spoke, in v. ro). How long this was is not evident, and neither is it 
entirely clear whether Ahaz had yet sent the tribute and plea for help 
to Assyria. That he was bent on doing so is evident from the sharp 
note of anger and hostility that enters into this second encounter (v. 
13). However, the fervour of the prophet, and the willingness on his 
Part to offer a special sign to the king would certainly be best under
stood if Isaiah recognised that it was still not too late for the king to 
maintain his neutrality. Cf. H. Donner, Israel unter den Volkern, pp. 
I5ff., who argues that the king continued to delay sending the depu-
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tation to Assyria until a very late stage in the crisis. Yet he was clearly 
not convinced that neutrality was the right response, but rather hoped 
to delay taking a difficult and unwelcome decision. All the indications 
are that this second meeting between Isaiah and Ahaz took place 
before the deputation had left, and when Isaiah was still hopeful that a 
positive decision for neutrality on the part of the king could be 
reached. 

The major problem regarding the interpretation of this prophecy 
has centred upon the identity of the young woman mentioned in v. 14 
who is to be the mother of the child who will bear the name 
Immanuel. Answers have varied between three major opinions: (I) 
that 'any young woman' is meant (cf. 0. Kaiser); (2) that the woman is 
the royal consort so that the child would be the king's, thereby 
assuring him of an heir (cf. E. Hammershaimb, S. Mowinckel); (3) 
that the young woman was the wife of the prophet so that the child, 
like Shear-jashub, was a son of the prophet's. This third view was 
advocated by such great mediaeval Jewish commentators as Ibn Ezra 
and Rashi, early English critical students of prophecy such as A. 
Collins, and in more recent years by J. J. Stamm. N. K. Gottwald and 
H. Donner. The first view must be dismissed, since it would 
effectively rob the birth of the character of a sign, by presupposing 
that the removal of the threat had occurred before the birth took place. 
Similarly the second view must be rejected on the grounds that it 
would make the king effectively the giver of the prophetic message 
which was contained in the name Immanuel. The prophet had no 
power to determine what name the king would choose. More impor
tantly than this, it is not the birth which was to form the sign, but 
rather the name that was to be given to the child. This was declared by 
the prophet, and there is little reason to doubt that he was able to be 
sure of this name, since he alone had the right to confer it. The child 
was, therefore, evidently his own. Thus we have here the second in 
the series of three children, each bearing sign-names given by the 
prophet. It follows from this that there is no reason at all for connect
ing the promised birth of the Immanuel child with the royal birth 
announced in 9 : 2-7. In fact this latter event was in reality a royal 
accession, as the context shows (see below in loc.). 

It remains to ask what this second prophetic message revealed 
through a child's sign-name adds to that of the first prophecy con
nected with the name Shear-jashub. This additional feature is to be 
found in the time-scale now declared by the prophet within which the 
removal of the threat from the Syro-Ephraimite alliance would come 
(7 : 16). Once again this is conveyed through a strangely enigmatic 
sounding circumlocution. For the way in which such a prophecy came 
to provide a basis for a later, and very different, Christian interpre
tation of the birth of the Messiah (cf. Mt. I : 22-23), see my Old 
Testament Theology, London, 1978, pp. 146f. 

10. Again the LORD spoke: The prophet makes a direct and 
explicit identification between his further meeting with Ahaz and 
addressing him and the very speech of God to the king. 
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11. Ask a sign of the LORD: The sign (Heb. '01; cf. THAT, I, cols. 
91-5) was not necessarily an event or object that was miraculous in 
itself (cf. Isa. 38: 7-8), but could be a quite natural happening or thing 
which was vested with a special divine meaning and significance. 
This is evidently the case here, for it is to be the name which the child 
bears which constitutes the sign, rather than any circumstances 
surrounding the birth. The phrase let it be deep as Sheol is an 
obvious hyperbole, meaning 'let it be anything at all'. Sheol was the 
underworld to which the dead were believed to go, but there was no 
intention of inviting the king to traffic with mediums or departed 
spirits as did Saul (r Sam. 28: 8-25). 

I2. But Ahaz said, 'I will not ask ... ': The king's refusal to accept 
the sign from the prophet makes it plain that what was at issue was 
not simply listening to a message from God, but acting upon it in an 
appropriate way. Aha2 clearly knew from his first encounter with 
Isaiah that he would not be likely to find his further message accept
able. However, he could mask his refusal to listen behind a facade of 
piety, since there was probably a tradition that it was unseemly, if not 
improper, to put God to the test (cf. Dt. 6: 16). 

13. And he said, 'Hear then, 0 house of David!: The renewed 
address to the king as the house of David (cf. v. 2 above) -serves to 
emphasise once again the traditions that lay behind the royal throne. 
Isaiah was determined to remind the king of the royal promises which 
should have assured him of the divine support for his throne. This is 
brought out still further in V; 17, where the prophet reminds the king 
that it is he who should have been ruling Ephraim, not Ephraim 
deposing him. The angry reply of the prophet, Is it too little for you 
to weary men, marks a significant turning-point in Isaiah's dealings 
with the king. From this moment onwards the ambivalence in the 
prophetic assurance to Aha2 that he has nothing to fear begins to 
display itself. By refusing the promise of God, Aha2 has set himself 
against God, and thereby made the very rock on which he should have 
relied for defence into a stone to stumble over (cf. 8: 14-15). In this 
strange way the very promise that Isaiah has given to him will be 
turned into a threat. The complaint that Aha2 had begun to weary 
men would fit well in a situation where Aha2 had delayed and pro
crastinated in the hope of avoiding the necessity for making a difficult 
decision. Yet he had been given time enough, and his continued 
refusal to make a clear decision for neutrality had begun to weary ... 
God also. 

14. Therefore the LoRD himself will give you a sign: The sign is 
voluntarily given by God, without the king's prior request for it, 
because Aha2 has made it evident that he will not pay heed to its 
implicit message. This sign is to be found in the name given to this 
second child, Immanuel-God with us. Behold, a young woman 
shall conceive: It is better to render the Heb. perfect tense 'has con
ceived and will bear a son'. The conception was in the past, but the 
binh was still in the future. It is the messianic interpretation of the 
verse which has encouraged the translation in the future tense, 
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although the Heb. could possibly bear such a meaning. A good deal of 
discussion has centred on the identity of the young woman (Heh. 
'almiih). In Heb. the noun appears to refer to a young woman of 
marriageable age, who is not necessarily a virgin. Thus, although it 
could be used of a virgin, this sense was not necessary to the meaning 
of the word. Who she was has already been considered above, and she 
must be identified as the wife of the prophet. The use of the Heb. 
definite article with the noun may signify this, but does not in
dubitably do so. More probably the article simply singles out some
one whom the prophet designated. and shall call his name 
Immanuel: The Heb. MT reads the verb with the third person 
feminine singular subject, 'she shall call his name .. .', firmly imply
ing that the mother would give the child his name (at the prophet's 
command). A variant text tradition reads the second person singular, 
'you shall call his name ... ', thereby implying that the king would do 
this. 1Qlsa and Symrnachus read the third person masculine singular, 
'one shall call his name ... '. However, all these variants simply 
reflect the different interpretations of the prophecy which arose, and 
do not serve to resolve the question of the identity of the child's 
mother. The name Immanuel means 'God is with us', and would 
thereby serve as an assurance that there was nothing to fear from those 
who now threatened Judah. It has probably been adapted from a cultic 
affirmation; cf. Ps. 46: 7. Evidently Isaiah still hoped to persuade Ahaz 
with his prophetic message, but his warning of the consequences of 
not accepting it have introduced a threatening element. 

15. He shall eat curds and honey: The reference, which 
commences an interpretation of the message of the sign-name, has 
added to the difficulty of interpretation. Almost certainly the verse is 
an editor's gloss (so A. Schoors), which has been introduced at an 
early stage to interpret the meaning of the prophet's phrase about 
'refusing the evil' and 'choosing the good' (v. 16). The parallel in
stances of the prophetic formulation by introducing the name's 
interpretation with a clause beginning 'for .. .' (cf. 7: 8; 8 : 4) would 
support such a conclusion. If it is original to Isaiah, then it must be 
regarded and interpreted as subordinate to v. 16. The reference to 
curds and honey has added to the divergent patterns of interpretation. 
As natural foods, they could be regarded as the food resources at a 
time of siege and deprivation. More plausibly, however, they might 
appear as the rich foods which could be enjoyed in an age of plenty. In 
this instance it is unlikely that either nuance was intended (although 
the former view is that taken up in v. 21 by a later redactor). The curds 
and honey refer to the first solid foods that an infant child would be 
given when it was weaned, so that the reference here is intended to 
show that 'refusing the evil' and 'choosing the good' refer to the 
child's showing its likes and dislikes in respect of food. 

16. For before the child knows how to refuse the evil: It is clear 
that no great interval of time could be intended, since already some 
time was needed to elapse before the birth oflmmanuel was expected. 
Hence it is likely that the interpretation given by the editor who 
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inserted v. 15 is correct, and the reference here is to the child's taking 
various kinds of solid food. It may otherwise have been intended to 
refer to the awakening of the moral senses, if this were assumed to 
begin at a very early age; i.e. when the child could be told what he 
should, or should not, do. The real content of the assurance of the 
Immanuel name is spelt out quite explicitly with the concluding 
phrase, the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be 
deserted. Those who now threatened Ahaz and his throne would be 
fully occupied in defending their own lands, and they would suffer a 
grievous defeat. There is no question but that Isaiah meant this to 
refer to an attack by the Assyrians to quell the revolt of the Arameans 
and Israelites. Ahaz need take no action, since those who threatened 
him had already sealed their own fate. 

I7. The LORD will bring upon you: The verse comes rather 
awkwardly after the previous pronouncement has said all that really 
needed to be said to interpret the Immanuel name. Furthermore it is 
not clear whether the reference to the day that Ephraim departed 
from Judah was intended in a good sense or a bad one; i.e. 'times will 
come when Israel and Judah will again be reunited', or 'evils will 
come as on that fateful day when the great kingdom of Solomon was 
divided into two' (1 Kg. 12 : 16-24). The -editor who spelt out the 
prophet's meaning by adding the words the king of Assyria at the end 
has cenainly assumed this threatening sense to be the correct one. 
Banh, p. 198, argues that this gloss was introduced to the prophecy at 
a time when the Isaianic memoir still existed as an independent 
composition. Most plausibly, v. 17 has then been introduced by Isaiah 
to make clear that Ahaz had refused to accept the promise of the 
Immanuel name, and had thereby turned it into a judgment upon 
himself. We should understand an implicit ellipse at the commence
ment of the verse: (Since you refuse this promise), the LoRD will 
bring upon you. The threatening element with which the Immanuel 
prophecy concludes would then be in line with Isaiah's anger 
expressed in v. 13, and would serve to show how Ahaz had chosen to 
follow a policy which would bring Yahweh's judgment down upon 
himself and his people. 

THE THREAT FROM ASSYRIA 

7:IS-20 

The verses in 7: 18-25 contain a sequence of four prophecies each 
beginning In that day, which is to be regarded as an indication that 
they have been set in their present position by a redactor. Vv. 21-25, 
which contain two of these prophecies, are not from Isaiah, but have 
been composed and added later. They are, therefore, best dealt with 
separately. In contrast with these secondary compositions, vv. 18-20 
are generally recognised to derive from Isaiah (so Fohrer, Wildberger, 
Kaiser, Barth, Dietrich), but to have been extensively glossed. Hence 
their importance as explanations of how the threat which concludes 
VV. 1-17 was realised is readily seen. Furthermore, the manner in 
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which the glosses have been made indicates that they have subse
quently been applied to a later period. Dietrich, pp. 97, urf., argues 
against this that they did not come from the time of the Syro
Ephraimite crisis at all, but rather from that of the Philistine rebellion 
against Assyria in 713-7II. It is then the redactor who has related 
them to the situation of the earlier threat. It is much more convinc
ing, however, to relate the verses to the threat from Assyria, which 
Isaiah saw would readily ensue upon the decision taken by Ahaz at the 
time of the crisis of 735-732. It is then a redactor who has added the 
reference to the sources of the streams of Egypt, not in the Ptolemaic 
age (as Kaiser), but at the time when Hezekiah was looking for aid 
from Upper Egypt (Ethiopia). Cf. Barth, pp. 198-200. The prophecy 
has thereby been adapted to a later period oflsaiah's activity. 

7: 18. In that day the LORD will whistle for the fly: Wildberger 
would reconstruct the original verse to have contained no reference to 
the fly which is at the sources of the streams of Egypt, so that the 
original prophecy referred only to the bee which is in the land of 
Assyria (cf. also Kaiser). This is unquestionably the source from 
which Isaiah recognised that the threat against Ahaz and his kingdom 
would come (cf. 8 :4, 6-8a). However, it is more convincing, follow
ing Barth, pp. 199f., to see the glosses as made up of the interpretation 
of the metaphors of the fly and the bee by the additions of which is at 
the sources of the streams of Egypt and which is in the land of 
Assyria. The original prophecy would then simply have spoken of 
Yahweh's whistling for the fly and the bee, both of which metaphors 
were intended to apply to Assyria. It is then a redactor who has en
larged this to refer to two different potential enemies, once Hezekiah 
had become embroiled with negotiations with Ethiopia in the plans 
for rebellion against Assyria. 

19. And they will all come: The picture contained in the verse 
elaborates very effectively the idea introduced in the preceding one. 
Ahaz thought to summon help for himself from Assyria. In reality, 
however, it would be Yahweh who summoned the Assyrians, who 
would prove to be as uncomfortable and undesirable a company of 
visitors as swarms of flies and bees. Everywhere would be covered 
with them, and Ahaz would prove quite unab~ to rid himself of them. 

20. In that day the LoRD will shave with a razor: The verse in its 
main substance repeats the same basic threat that is contained in vv. 
18-19. This time, however, the metaphor used is that of a razor which 
will shave the head and the hair of the feet. The latter is a euphem
istic way of referring to the private parts. There may be some allusion 
to the way in which prisoners could be ill-treated, but more probably 
the metaphor simply intends to affirm that the Assyrians would leave 
Ahaz with nothing, not even the hairs left on his body. Some con
scious allusion to the gift which Ahaz was proposing to send, or had 
already sent, to Assyria (2 Kg. 16: 8) may be intended. Certainly the 
words with the king of Assyria are an editor's gloss (cf. 7: 17; 8 :4). 
Very probably also the entire clause which is hired beyond the River, 
which stands in an awkward grammatical relationship to the noun a 
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razor, is made up of two separate additional glosses. These would 
then have been introduced subsequent to the first gloss which 
identified the metaphor of the razor with the king of Assyria. which is 
hired (Heb. hass'B,iriih), which must now be understood to stand in 
an epexegetic relationship to the noun razor, was a reference to 'a 
company of mercenary soldiers' (cf. Jer. 46 :21) and beyond the River 
(Heb. b''efl.re niihiir) has entered when this was taken as a reference 
to the 'hiring' of the razor, probably as a consequence of its connec
tion with Ahaz's tribute money (2 Kg. 16: 8). 

FURTHER INTERPRETATIONS OF ISAIAH'S PROPHECIES 

7:21-25 

The two further prophecies commencing In that day (vv. 21, 23) are in 
fact made up of three further interpretations of Isaianic sayings, since 
v. 22a is a secondary elaboration of the interpretation which is to be 
found in vv. 21, 22b of the theme of 'curds and honey' from 7: 15. The 
second prophecy, in vv. 23-25, is itself constituted of no less than 
three separate, but not necessarily independent, interpretations of the 
theme of the 'briers and thorns' from the Song of the Vineyard in 
5: 1-7. None of the material comes from the prophet Isaiah himself, 
but nonetheless it offers an extremely interesting series of examples 
of the way in which a pattern of developmental exegesis was applied 
to prophecies in order to elicit further meanings from them. It is 
evident in this case that the aim of such interpretative additions has 
been to relate Isaiah's prophecies to situations which had sub
sequently arisen, although in one instance (v. 22a) a truly prophetic 
feature is retained and the fulfilment of the prophecy was looked for 
in the future. 

In vv. 21, 22b we have an interpretation of the reference to curds 
and honey which originally appeared in v. 15. We have already noted 
that in that context it was most probably already an interpretative 
addition to the Isaianic prophecy concerned with the Immanuel name. 
In the new interpretation, however, the reference to these particular 
foods is taken in a threatening sense to refer to the food resources 
which would be available to 'every one that is left in the land' (v. 22b). 
The meaning is that, when the judgment has fallen, which Isaiah had 
threatened, this is what the people would have left to live on. Barth, 
pp. 198f., relates it to the situation in Judah after 587. In this instance, 
however, we should certainly consider more fully the possibility that 
it is to be related to the situation which arose in the Northern 
Kingdom after 722. A yet later editor, from the post-exilic age, has 
turned this into a prophecy of hope by adding v. 22a, which sees in 
the saying a sign of the richness and prosperity of the life that will be 
enjoyed in the coming age oflsrael's salvation. 

The three sayings in vv. 23-25 form a connected trilogy of interpre
tations which express a message of warning and judgment regarding 
the fate that will be suffered by the land of Israel. Barth, pp. 198f., 
would date them all after 587 BC, but they appear rather to be earlier 
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and related to the fate of the Northern Kingdom. Particularly does 
this appear likely since the interpretation given in v. 24 of the briers 
and thorns appears to be presupposed in 10 : 17 (see below in Loe.). 
Each of the three sayings in vv. 23-25 concerns an interpretation of 
the 'briers and thorns' which are mentioned as replacing the vines of 
the vineyard in Isaiah's parable (Isa. 5 : 6). In the Isaianic prophecy the 
picture is entirely appropriate, but this original parabolic sense is 
completely abandoned in the developed exegesis. In v. 23 all the rich 
vineyards of the land are threatened with being reduced to briers and 
thorns. In v. 24 the nouns are taken as metaphors of men with bow 
and arrows, and in v. 25 all the agricultural land which was not 
suitable for vineyards is threatened with becoming fit for nothing 
except grazing land for cattle and sheep. Probably all three verses 
come from a single redactor who has sought to show how the threat to 
the land first mentioned in 6: II was realised. We may compare the 
interpretation of the name Shear-jashub from 7: 3 in 10: 20-23 for a 
comparable instance of such developmental prophetic interpretation. 

21. In that day a man will keep alive a young cow: The continu
ation of the verse is to be found in v. 22b, for every one that is left in 
the land, which shows that the picture of the pastoral way oflife is to 
be understood as the aftermath of judgment. The portrayal of this 
dependence on a few cattle and sheep offers a further interpretation of 
why the Immanuel child will eat curds and honey, as foretold in v. 
15. All the cities will have been destroyed and the grain crops ruined 
so that men will be left to eke out a livelihood from the few cattle and 
sheep that remain. The redactor who added this warning must cer
tainly have done so post eventum, and is most likely picturing the 
ruination of the Northern Kingdom after 722. However, if Judah is 
the intended land that is mentioned in v. 22b, then the situation in 
that land after 587 must be presupposed. 

22. and because of the abundance of milk which they give, he will 
eat curds: V. 22a has been inserted between the pronouncement ofv. 
21 and its explanation in v. 22b in order to turn its implication round 
in the opposite sense. We have earlier noted the ambivalence in the 
idea of man's eating curds and honey, either as a sign of living from 
natural foods, available at all times, or as a token of living off very rich 
dairy foods. Here the latter sense has been imposed on the former to 
take the prophecy as a promise of the eventual wealth and prosperity 
that would come to Judah. This addition must certainly date from the 
post-exilic age. 

23. In that day every place where there used to be a thousand 
vines: The picture of Israel's future (cf. In that day) given here is 
taken from the parable of the vineyard in Isa. 5: 1-7, with its threat 
that the vineyard will be covered with briers and thorns. This is here 
taken as a literal prophecy of the fate that will befall the vineyards of 
Israel when the judgment of Yahweh that Isaiah had foretold oc
curred. It is most likely that we should understand this elaboration of 
Isaiah's threat as a post eventum description of what had happened to 
the land of Israel in the period which followed the Syro-Ephraimite 



93 ISAIAH 7 :24-25 

war. When Samaria fell to Assyria in 733, much of its land was 
stripped away and added to other Assyrian provinces, and after 722 the 
whole land was divided up between three separate provinces. Both by 
the ravages of war and the subsequent political division of Israel's 
territory ruination came upon its fertile and arable land. 

24. With bow and arrows men will come there: This further inter
pretation of the briers and thorns of Isa. 5 : 6 understands the terms as 
metaphors of soldiers. By this the armies of Assyria must be meant (or 
the Babylonians if the land is understood to be Judah). The threat of 
the burning and destruction of the briers and thorns in 10: 17, where 
Assyria must be the enemy alluded to, would then appear to pre
suppose the development of this theme from the parable of the vine
yard given here. It reveals one of the techniques of verbal elaboration 
which could be employed to interpret prophecy in relation to specific 
situations and events. 

25. and as for all the hills: This verse presents the last of the three 
interpretations of the briers and thorns and concerns itself with the 
fate of the fertile land of Israel which was not used for vineyards. The 
warning is found in Isaiah's prophecy that this too will cease to be 
cultivated, but will instead become a wild place covered with briers 
and thorns. Thereby all the useful agricultural land oflsrael will have 
reverted to its natural state. It appears probable that the reference to a 
place where cattle are let loose and where sheep tread picks up and 
elaborates upon the reference to cattle and sheep in v. 21. If this is the 
case then it would suggest that a closely comparable date must be 
presupposed for the additions of vv. 21, 22b and 23-25, with all of 
them referring to the fate of the Northern Kingdom. 

THE SIGN OF MAHER-SHALAL-HASHBAZ 

8:i:-4 

The trilogy of sign-names given to the children of the prophet is now 
concluded with the third such name, Maher-shalal-hashbaz- 'The 
spoil speeds, the prey hastes' (so RSV margin). The account, which 
is in the first person, derives from Isaiah's memoir and forms the 
continuation of 7: 10-17 from which it has been separated by the 
inclusion of the further prophecy, and interpretations of Isaianic 
sayings in 7: 18-25. Precisely what interval of time separates the 
announcement of the name for Isaiah's third child (8: 1) from that 
concerning the Immanuel child in 7 : 14 is not clear. Almost certainly 
less than a year is involved, since the birth of the latter was soon 
expected, whereas, according to 8: 3, the third child appears not to 
have been conceived at the time his name was attested. The meaning 
of the name Maher-shalal-hashbaz is given in v. 4, where almost 
certainly the clause before the king of Assyria is a redactor's addition 
which has come in from the same hand that inserted comparable 
identifications in 7: 4, 17. The additional factor that is affirmed for this 
third sign-name, beyond that given to the Immanuel name, is the 
narrowing down of the time-scale within which the threat from the 
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Syro-Ephraimite alliance will have been removed. This is now set at 
the time before the child knows how to cry 'My father' or 'My 
mother'. We must conclude that this was roughly one year, or a little 
more, after the child's birth, to which we must add the time oflsaiah's 
wife's pregnancy. Hence approximately two years was being affirmed, 
although this was the outer limit of time before which the threat 
would have been removed. Overall there is no reason why all three 
sign-names associated with Isaiah's children, and more importantly 
the time required for the pregnancies and births relating to the second 
and third of them, should not have fitted within the period 735-733. 
Especially is this so, if the actual Assyrian overthrow of Damascus and 
Samaria came rather sooner than the prophet had allowed for. 
Donner, p. 6, affirms that Tiglath-pileser was certainly in Israel in 
733. Overall, therefore, the main purpose of this third sign-name was 
to strengthen and reaffirm the message that had been given to Isaiah 
by the other two. According to 2 Kg. 16: 7-9, Ahaz sent to Tiglath
pileser asking for aid against the Syro-Ephraimite threat and sending a 
substantial tribute gift. This implies that the king of Judah did not 
heed Isaiah's message, although the necessity for the giving of the 
three prophetic messages attached to the sign-names may well in
dicate that Ahaz delayed his decision. He eventually went to 
Damascus to pay homage to Tiglath-pileser (2 Kg. 16: 10-16), and had 
no doubt been summoned to do so. 

8: 1. Then the LORD said to me, 'Take a large tablet .. .': The 
first-person form clearly reflects the origins of the passage in Isaiah's 
own memoir recording his activity at the time of the Syro-Ephraimite 
war. The reference to the large tablet (Heh. gillayon gafio[) indicates 
what must have been a common form of recording a name, or other 
important legal attestation, which in v. 16 is called a 'testimony' (Heh. 
t''ufiiih) and a 'teaching' (Heh. torah). It was an agreement, or pro
nouncement, to which some form of legally binding attestation had 
been given. The tablet was most probably of clay, less probably of 
wood, and may have been disc shaped. K. Galling, ZDPV 56 (1933), 
pp. 209ff., would read 'sheet of papyrus', emending the adjective large 
(Heb. gafio[) to 'reed, papyrus' (Heh. gora[). Cf. BHS. The phrase in 
common characters is not above suspicion. H. Gressmann, Der 
Messias (1929), p. 239, note 1, suggests 'in permanent (ineradicable) 
writing', reading l,ieref 'anus instead of l,ieref ''nos. Belonging to 
Maher-shalal-hashbaz The significance of the preposition /' has been 
variously understood. RSV's acceptance that it indicates possession is 
followed by H. Donner, pp. 18f., although B. Duhm understood it to 
mean 'dedicated to'. In either case the purpose of introducing the 
name at this stage, for a child who had not yet even been conceived, 
was to show the certainty which pertained to the message contained in 
his name, The name means 'Spoil speeds-booty hastes'. This inter
pretation requires that maher is taken as a shortened form of 
m'maher, the Pi• el participle form of the verb. Then both verbal parts 
of the name can be understood as participles. S. Morenz, ThLZ 74 
(1949), cols. 697 ff., has argued that the first clause of the name is a 
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soldier's cry, attested in Egypt from the time of the eighteenth 
dynasty, which should originally be taken as an imperative: 'Let the 
spoil hasten!' If so, it was presumably almost a popular military catch
phrase, which the prophet has taken up. Like the name Shear-jashub 
it indicates a forthcoming military defeat, although only the context 
can show who will experience this. In the present instance, however, 
v. 4 shows unmistakably that it will be the cities of Samaria and 
Damascus. 

2. And I got reliable witnesses, Uriah the priest: There is no 
indication that either Uriah or Zechariah were in any special sense 
'disciples' of the prophet. They were called in as witnesses because of 
the public trust which men in their position enjoyed. LXX and IQls" 
read 'and take reliable witnesses', but the sense is not affected. The 
role of the witnesses is to affirm at what time the prophet disclosed 
the name so that later, when the message it bore had proved true, they 
would be in a position to uphold the prophet's claim to have foretold 
the defeat of Syria and Ephraim. In a sense the purpose of the entire 
lsaianic memoir must have been in line with this role played by the 
prophetic tablet. Since, when the rightness of its message was seen it 
would be too late to call back Ahaz's appeal to Assyria, the tablet 
would serve to show why its tragic consequences had been incurred. 
So in a similar fashion the entire memoir was a witness against Ahaz 
and his policy, showing where, in human terms, culpability lay. 

3. And I went to the prophetess, and she conceived: Kaiser, 
following Duhm, Marti and Galling, reads the Heb. imperfect cons. 
in a pluperfect sense: 'And I had gone to the prophetess ... ' Whilst 
this offers some slight easing in the sense of delay in the birth of the 
child, as the first stage in the fulfilment of the prophecy which the 
child's name conveys, the advantage is slight. Overall it is the period 
of the pregnancy plus the time of the child's first beginning to speak 
which forms a substantial part of the prophetic sign. There is no need 
to follow N. K. Gottwald, VT 8 (1958), pp. 36ff., in regarding the third 
child of 8: 1-4 as identical with that promised in 7: 10-17. Ifwe accept 
that the prophetess of v. 3 is the same young woman as that men
tioned in 7 : 14, then some short interval before the new conception is 
required. This does not require an inordinately long time. 

4. for before the child knows how to cry 'My father': We have a 
prophetic circumlocution very similar both in form and content to 
that given by Isaiah in 7: 16. It affirms the length of time required for 
the sign to be fulfilled, but only in a rather loose and general way. It 
establishes the outer limit, before which the coming of Assyria will 
bring an end to the Syro-Ephraimite threat. By his intended appeal to 
Assyria Ahaz was not only surrendering himself to a foreign ruler, 
with possible adverse religious consequences (cf. 2 Kg. I6: 10-16), 
but also embittering future relationships with Ephraim and plunder
ing the temple of Yahweh (2 Kg. 16: 8). The phrase before the king of 
Assyria is almost certainly a redactional clarification of what was 
perfectly clearly understood by the prophet's hearers. Cf. 7 :4, 17 for 
similar explanatory comments. Then we should read ' ... the wealth 
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of Damascus and the spoil of Samaria will be carried off.' The pro
phetic message contained in the sign-name is effectively identical 
with that given earlier in the name Shear-jashub, but now a more 
definable time-scale has been introduced. 

THE OVERWHELMING FLOOD 

8:5-8 

It is evident that the original continuation of 8: 1-4 is to be found in 
8: 16-18, where the role of the witnesses to the inscribing of the 
child's name, Maher-shalal-hashbaz, and the role of all three children 
as 'signs and portents', is affirmed. Nevertheless the two prophecies 
in 8 :(5)6-8 and 8: n-15 must be regarded as authentic to Isaiah. 
Furthermore, they certainly belong to the time of the Syro
Ephraimite crisis, so that their inclusion at this point in the Isaianic 
memoir would appear to be the handiwork of the prophet himself. 
The purpose is quite clear: to show that, in making his appeal to 
Assyria, Ahaz had rejected Yahweh. In consequence the expected 
'help' he had sought from Assyria would prove to bring ruin to Judah 
as well as to Israel. The editorial note in v. 5 may well derive from 
Isaiah himself, although F. Huber, p. 83 note, would see it as a later 
addition. It marks the following verses as a separate prophecy, which 
nevertheless serves to show how the deliverance promised in vv. 1-4 
will have been turned to disaster by Ahaz's action. 

8: 5. The LORD spoke to me again: The formula shows that this is 
an additional prophecy, but one which now clearly presupposes that 
Ahaz had made his decision to appeal to Tiglath-pileser for help 
against the Syro-Ephraimite threat. What interval of time had elapsed 
since the public attestation of the name Maher-shalal-hashbaz is not 
clear, but it can scarcely have been as much as a year. 

6. Because this people have refused the waters of Shiloah: The 
phrase this people must refer to Judah, and the act of refusal was 
contained in the sending to Assyria for help. The decision of the king, 
Ahaz, is taken to be an action shared by all the people, who will 
certainly share in its consequences. It is possible, however, to see also 
in the title the prophet's intention of showing that Yahweh had dis
owned Judah from being 'his people'. Cf. I : 3. the waters of Shiloah 
that flow gently. It is better to read 'gently and slowly', reading the 
Heb. word m"sos as 'gently', cf. 10: 18, instead of as the verb 'rejoices 
in . . . ' The textual confusion has no doubt been assisted by the in
clusion of the gloss before Rezin and the son ofRemaliah. Cf. on 7 :4 
and 8 : 4 where similar explanatory notes have been added. RSV reads 
the verb as 'melt in fear'. The waters of Shiloah refers to the sluggish 
stream that brought water from the spring Gihon along the edge of the 
eastern hill of the city of Jerusalem. Cf. J. Simons, Jerusalem in the 
Old Testament, Leiden, 1952, pp. 172ff. Clearly the choice of the 
metaphor has been dictated by the poetic contrast intended between 
the limited water supply of Jerusalem in comparison with the mighty 
Tigris which flowed through the Assyrian capit,al. 
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7. therefore, behold, the LORD is bringing up against them: The 
allusion is to the Tigris, the great river at the heart of Assyria, 
with its well-known propensity to an annual flood. The phrase the 
king of Assyria and all his glory must be regarded as a gloss which 
has come in in order to interpret the metaphor. Of course the whole 
point of Ahaz's appeal to Assyria was for the Assyrians to come to 
attack Syria and Ephraim, but the prophet makes plain that their 
coming will not stop there. Not only will this affect Judah both 
religiously and politically, as the narrative in 2 Kg. 16: 10-16 shows, 
but it will mean invoking Assyrian forces against the sister kingdom 
of Israel, who also formed part of Yahweh's people. and it will rise 
over all its channels effectively uses the imagery of flooding to show 
the repercussions that Ahaz's action will bring to Judah. 

8. And it will sweep on into Judah: The imagery of the flood 
metaphor leaves indeterminate exactly what the consequences will be 
so far as Judah was concerned. It is improbable that Isaiah simply 
shared a doctrinaire disapproval of all foreign alliances with little clear 
awareness of the more precise way in which it would affect Judah. 
Ahaz would have to submit his entire kingdom to the wishes of the 
Assyrian king. The phrase reaching even to the neck suggests that 
Judah also will all but be submerged by the flood. and its outspread 
wings: The sudden transition to the imagery of a bird with out
stretched wings is awkward and unanticipated. With most modern 
commentators it should be regarded as a later addition. The conclud
ing phrase O Immanuel must also derive from a redactor who has 
taken it from the sign-name in 7 : 14, but interpreted it very dif
ferently. In its original setting it was an affirmation of Yahweh's 
presence with Ahaz and Judah which should have led to the king's 
willingness to trust Yahweh for his protection. Now, since Ahaz had 
so decisively refused this divine protection, it has become a message 
of judgment. In this fashion the redactor has fully brought out the 
implication of the prophecy of 8: 5-8. We may compare similar re
interpretations of sign-names given to children in Hos. 1: u; 2 :22 
over against Hos. 1 :4. 

A MESSAGE TO THE NATIONS 

8:9-10 

These two verses present a kind of summary application of the group 
of prophecies which have preceded in 7: 1ff. They represent a warning 
to peoples and far countries that Judah is the people with whom 
Yahweh is present, so that no threat, or counsel, taken against her 
can prevail. They offer a markedly triumphalist assurance that Judah 
will receive divine protection, and there is no indication that there 
might be special conditions attached to this. Indeed the reason for this 
assurance scarcely permits such an interpretation. In spite of a defence 
of their Isaianic origin by M. Saebo, ZAW 76 (1964), pp. 132-43, this 
must certainly be rejected. Their whole tenor clashes with the warn
ing of the havoc that will be wrought upon Judah by the Assyrians in 
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the preceding verses. With H. Barth, pp. 178ff., we must see these 
two verses as a part of the J osianic redaction (AR) and elaboration of 
Isaiah's prophecies, which has built up a strong message of judgment 
coming upon the Assyrians. Cf. also my book Isaiah and the Deliver
ance of Jerusalem, eh. 2. They express a universalised doctrine of 
divine protection for Jerusalem based upon a highly distinctive inter
pretation of what occurred in 701. Cf. also 29: 7. 

9. Be broken, you peoples, and be dismayed: Some commentators 
would emend to 'Take knowledge', reading de'u in place of ro'u. The 
sudden transition to a form of address to unnamed peoples who are 
assumed, at least potentially, to pose a threat to Judah is unexpected. 
Yet the verses are not apocalyptic, affirming that Judah will one day 
find all nations ranged against it. Rather they seek to affirm that 
Yahweh, who is with Judah, will defend his people. The basis for this 
hope is to be found in the way in which Judah and Jerusalem had 
ultimately escaped the fate which befell the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel at the hands of the Assyrians. The close similarity to the theme 
ofYahweh's 'Conflict with the Nations', such as we find expressed in 
Ps. 2, suggests that the royal Davidic tradition has fostered this 
expectation. Cf. J. J.M. Roberts,JBL92 (1973), pp. 329-44. 

10. Take counsel together: Cf. Ps. 2: 2, for the notion of a plot by 
unnamed nations against Judah. Such imagery probably arose in re
lation to the attempts of subject nations to break free from Israelite 
rule, but has evidently here been extended greatly beyond this. The 
concluding remark for God is with us interprets the Immanuel name 
wholly in line with the meaning given to it in 7 : 14, but contrasting 
with the different interpretation made in 8: 8. Almost certainly it is the 
felt need to re-assert this more reassuring significance of the name 
which has occasioned the insertion ofvv. 9-10 here. 

THE HOLINESS OF THE LORD OF HOSTS 

8:11-15 

This section contains a prophetic reminiscence, and must derive from 
Isaiah's own memoir of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis. Hence its preser
vation in the first-person form. It expresses Isaiah's sense of betrayal 
by his king and people at Ahaz's refusal to heed the assurances that 
had been proferred him by God. Isaiah receives from God an admon
ition to remain firm in his stand against the king, together with a 
further warning that the final consequences of the royal decision will 
prove to be disastrous for Judah. Overall this reminiscence serves as a 
clarification of the fact, already implicit in the memoir, that Isaiah had 
failed in his aim to persuade Ahaz to desist from appealing to Assyria. 

II. For the LoRD spoke thus to me: The implication is that the 
message is for the prophet himself, rather than as something which 
he should pass on to the people. That Isaiah had been shaken by 
Ahaz's action seems evident from the emphatic way in which this 
word from the LORD is given, with his strong hand upon me. The 
warning not to walk in the way of this people reveals the sense of 
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isolation that the prophet felt, since he had now been rejected by his 
people along with his message. Some ancient versions suggest read
ing 'and turned me aside from walking'. The word is one of assurance 
that, in spite of all appearances, it is the people (and Ahaz) who have 
chosen wrongly, and Isaiah is not to be deterred by the fact of his own 
rejection. 

12. Do not call conspiracy: The NEB's rendering, 'You shall not 
say "too hard" ', rests on a different understanding of the Heb. word 
qeser, conspiracy, out of the conviction that this does not fit. Cf. G. R. 
Driver, JTS ns. 6 (1955), pp. 82-4. Kaiser follows Lindblom and 
Fohrer in arguing that the idea of a conspiracy arose because there 
was a faction in Judah sympathetic to the aims of the Syro-Ephraimite 
coalition. This was possibly true, but the use of the term must lie in 
the popular accusations levelled against Isaiah. He had evidently been 
accused of treasonable disloyalty on account of his threats to Ahaz. 
Possibly too it had been suggested that he now wanted Ahaz to be 
deposed (cf. 7: 9). and do not fear what they fear must refer to the 
threat from the coalition, and it is intended to point to the fear of 
physical violence and destruction which the people hoped to avoid by 
their reliance on help from Assyria. 

13. But the LORD of hosts, him you shall regard as holy: The 
similarity of sound between the Heb. noun for conspiracy (qeser) and 
the verb 'to be holy' (qagiis) has led many commentators to attempt 
emendations to bring them into closer alignment. Hence many would 
read here 'him (i.e. Yahweh) you shall conspire with'. Cf. also NEB, 
which attempts a more complex change. However, the Hebrew is 
intelligible as it stands and should be retained. The prophet relies on 
a certain similiarity of sound for the effect of his message. Certainly 
'holiness' contained the emotions of awe and fear, and Isaiah is 
warned to remain steadfast in his awe of God, even in the face of 
physical threats and ostracism by his people. 

14. And he will become a sanctuary: The noun sanctuary (Heb. 
miqdaf) sounds strange in a verse which affirms the threatening 
aspect ofYahweh's purpose towards Judah now that Ahaz had rejected 
Isaiah's repeated and determined appeals. Several commentators have 
suggested an emendation to maqsir, 'One who conspires against'. Cf. 
NEB's 'hardship'; i.e. 'cause of difficulty' (cf. LXX). Schoors would 
retain the MT's sanctuary as in RSV, since it is the lectio difficilior. 
However, the emendation would appear preferable. and a stone of 
offence, and a rock of stumbling: Following the notion of sanctuary, 
the prophet here interprets two popular metaphorical images of 
God-as a stone and a rock-and turns them round in a negative 
fashion. For such images cf. Pss. 18:47; 62:3; 98:27; 95:1; and 
THAT, II, cols. 538-43. The rock, which should be a place of 
strength and security, will become a stone to stumble over. The 
phrase to both houses of Israel reveals how fully Isaiah thought in 
terms of the oneness of Israel, and sought the welfare of both 
kingdoms, not of Judah only. Ahaz, by his action, had rent further 
apart the two divided kingdoms, yet Isaiah was not prepared to regard 
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them as in any sense forming two 'nations' or 'kingdoms'. They were 
simply the 'two houses' of one people of Yahweh. a trap and a snare 
to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. The Heb. reads only the singular, 
'inhabitant', which could mean 'the ruler of Jerusalem', i.e. Ahaz 
himself. However, some Heb. MSS and most ancient versions read the 
plural, which has been followed by almost all modern translations. 

15. And many shall stumble thereon: The prophet here draws out 
the inevitable conclusion of the new situation which had been 
brought about by Ahaz's action. God's word of salvation, implicit in 
the sign-names given to all three children, would still stand, but to 
those like Ahaz who had turned their backs on it, it would become an 
occasion of defeat and ruin. The heaping up of no less than five 
separate verbs- stumble ... fall ... be broken ... snared ... and 
taken- brings out with immense forcefulness the sense of the tragic 
consequences which Isaiah now foresaw emerging out of Ahaz's 
obstinate decision. 

THE SEALING OF THE MESSAGE 

8:16-18 

These three verses must mark the original conclusion of the memoir 
and refer back to the incident of 8: 1-4, the writing of the child's name 
Maher-shalal-hashbaz on a tablet. They must originally have formed 
the continuation ofv. 4, and their placing here may serve to show that 
vv. 5-15 have been inserted in between, possibly by the prophet him
self. More plausibly, however, we may see here the work of the editor 
who incorporated the memoir into a larger collection of prophecies 
and who has separated them from their original position because of 
their appropriateness to form the conclusion of the entire memoir. In 
this case the 'testimony' and 'teaching' in v. 16, which originally 
referred to the name Maher-shalal-hashbaz, have been extended to 
cover the entire contents of the prophet's memoir. The conclusion of 
the memoir at this point indicates very positively that the whole 
writing must have been completed by the prophet himself soon after 
the ending of the Syro-Ephraimite crisis with the fall of Samaria in 733. 

16. Bind up the testimony: The testimony (Heb. t•'ugah) and the 
teaching (Heb. torah) must originally have referred to the name 
Maher-shalal-hashbaz inscribed on the tablet in 8 : 1. The phrase 
among my disciples must then refer to the two witnesses to the 
inscribing of the name mentioned in 8 :2, Uriah and Zechariah. 
Almost certainly, therefore, the translation of AV and RSV as 
disciples is too strong a rendering, since these were not disciples in 
the normally understood sense of that term. 'Those I have instructed' 
better captures the sense of the Hebrew and corresponds more 
precisely to their role as public figures who were able to attest 
publicly the time and significance of the writing of the name. The 
sealing of the testimony would then have been in order to prevent any 
further interference with the writing on the tablet, or even possibly 
the reading of it, until such time as the prophet determined that its 
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message had been fulfilled. The entire action carried out at the 
prophet's command clearly anticipated that the message of the name 
would not be heeded by Ahaz, and was designed to secure proof that 
this prophecy had indeed been given at the time stated. 

17. I will wait for the LORD: Isaiah would now give no further 
prophecies until such time as the message of the children's names, 
and the punishment occasioned by their rejection, had taken effect. 
The following words, who is hiding his face from the house of 
Jacob, bring out fully the note of divine rejection. As Ahaz had 
rejected God's word, so now he himself, and his people, stood 
rejected by Yahweh. The concluding comment, and I will hope in 
him, suggest some expectation that the time would come when a 
better prospect for the future of Israel would arrive, but even here the 
prophet's intention will have been to affirm that the only hope now 
lay with God and his mercy. 

18. Behold, I and the children whom the LORD has given me: 
This verse effectively brings to a conclusion the Isaiah memoir which 
began at 6: I (apart from the later insertions noted). All three children 
were to serve as signs and portents through the names which they 
bore. There was nothing strange or miraculous about the manner of 
their conception or birth. For the Hebrew understanding of a 'sign' 
(Heb. 'ol), see above on 7 : 3. A 'portent' (Heb. mo2el) was a happening 
of a more unusual nature which conveyed a significance beyond itself. 
Cf. THAT, I, cols. 93f. Sometimes it could be a perfectly natural 
event, as here, and sometimes a unique and scarcely explicable one . 
(cf. JI 2: 30). The reference in Israel must certainly use the traditional 
title of the people to include both Ephraim and Judah, since both 
were affected by the message of the prophet. The description of God 
as One who dwells on Mount Zion reflects the great importance to 
Isaiah of the Jerusalem temple and its special cultic tradition. Cf. J. 
Schreiner, Sion-Jerusalem. Jahwes Konigsitz (SANT VII), Munich, 
1963, pp. 243ff.; THAT, II, cols. 543-51. 

INTERPRETATIONS OF THE PROPHET'S SAYINGS 

8:19-22 

The section which concludes eh. 8 is beset with considerable diffi
culties, both of translation and interpretation. See G. R. Driver, 
Festschrift W. Eilers, Wiesbaden, 1967, pp. 43ff., who defends an 
interpretation based upon the assumption that the section is a unity. 
However we must, with most modern commentators, recognise at 
least two units, the first in vv. 19-20, which represents a comment on 
vv. 16-18 from the exilic age, and the second in vv. 21-22, almost 
certainly from the same period. 9: 1a (Heb. 8: 23a) is then a redactor's 
connecting comment, intended to form a bridge to the very different 
message of 9: 1b-7 (Heb. 8 :23b-9: 6). Eichrodt, Kaiser and Fohrer 
have defended the Isaianic origin of vv. 19-20, but this must be re
jected, and their obvious secondary allusion in v. 20 to the 'teaching' 
and 'testimony' ofv. 16 is sufficient evidence of this. 
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The first redactional addition has then been made in vv. 19-20 with 
the aim of contrasting the true word of God which is to be found in 
the message of the prophet with that of those who trust in necro
mancy and the techniques of consultation with the spirits of the 
departed. The date of this addition can scarcely be reached with 
certainty, but the assumption of a background of crisis, and of despair
ing people resorting to techniques which they might in normal times 
have spurned, suggests that of the exile. 

19. And when they say to you: It is not clear who they are, nor 
who are being addressed. The latter may be reckoned as the readers of 
the prophetic book, so that the indefinite they must mean 'anybody'. 
Consult the mediums and the wizards: For these illicit means of 
consulting the dead, cf. 1 Sam. 28 :7-19 and the law of Dt. 18: 1off. 
The mediums (Heb. 'o.l2a1) refers to people through whom the spirit 
of a dead person was believed to make contact with the living. The 
wizards (Heb. yidd''onim) appear to have been 'spokesmen' for the 
inhabitants of another world. For the etymology, cf. S. R. Driver, 
Deuteronomy (ICC), 3rd edn. Edinburgh, 1902, p. 226. should not a 
people consult their God: Instead of reading God here it is preferable 
to see in the Heb. word ''lohim a reference to a departed spirit (cf. I 

Sam. 28: 13). The question is then a continuation of the impious 
advice which precedes it. The background of the saying lies with 
people who cannot understand their fate, and who are being en
couraged to throw away their traditional scruples in seeking advice 
from the dead. 

20. To the teaching and to the testimony!: J. Lindblom, The 
Immanuel Prophecy, p. 52, would take these words as a gloss, whereas 
NEB (following G. R. Driver, W. Eilers Festschrift, p. 45) sees them 
as the continuation of the preceding verse, ' ... for an oracle or a 
message'. This latter interpretation is preferable. Better still, how
ever, we should understand an ellipse of an emphatic rejection of the 
suggestion contained in v. 19: 'No! Turn instead to the teaching and 
the testimony'. Surely for this word which they speak must allude 
back to the impious advice given in v. 19. The concluding phrase, 
however, there is no dawn occasions difficulty. lfwe retain the trans
lation of Heb. sa};ar as dawn, then it must be understood as a ·meta
phor meaning 'help' (cf. Ps. 46: 5). F. Stolz, Strukturen und Figuren, 
p. 210, would see a reference to the old Canaanite deity Shachar. 
Better still, however, we should understand it as a word meaning 
'spell, counter-spell' (cf. Akkadian siilJiru). The sense is then that 
those who advocate prohibited forms of knowledge will not be able to 
save themselves from punishment. 

21. They will pass through the land: Heb. simply has 'one (in
definite) will pass through it' (cf. RSV margin), leaving indeter
minate what the 'it' refers to. Since vv. 21-22 must form a second 
redactor's addition, there is no help in looking for an antecedent in 
what precedes. Rather it is most probable, following H. Barth, p. 153, 
that we should take this as a reference to Jerusalem, rather than to the 
land in general as RSV. This would date the saying to a time shortly 
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after 587, as the reference later in the verse to the king would suggest. 
A date later than this would leave such a comment without real mean
ing. The description greatly distressed and hungry shows the 
grievous plight of the survivors after the fall of Jerusalem, which was 
evidently understood as 'fulfilling' the warning that God was 'hiding 
his face' from the house of Jacob (v. 17). and turn their faces upward: 
It is better (as NEB) to regard the words and their God as marking the 
end of the sentence, and to take these words as the beginning of a new 
one. Then read this with v. 22, 'Then, whether they look up, or down 
to the earth . . .' 

22. behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish: The 
sense is generally clear, even though the translation of individual 
words is difficult, and in some cases uncertain. For etymological 
suggestions, see G. B. Gray, pp. 162f.; A. Guillaume, JSS 9 (1964), 
pp. 282-90, and G. R. Driver, Festschri/t W. Eilers, p. 46. Wherever 
one looks there will be a picture of appalling distress and anguish. 
The allusion must be to the aftermath of the Babylonian destruction 
of Jerusalem, which is elsewhere pictured in Lamentations. The 
clause and they will be thrust into thick darkness (Heb. wa'apelii.h 
m"nudda!J) is taken by Guillaume, pp. 289f., to mean 'widespread 
darkness', but it is simpler to emend the second word to minnogah, 
'with no brightness'; cf. Am. 5: 20. If then the verse is divided into 
two hemistichs after m"'uf,, we read: 

Behold, distress and deep darkness, 
anguish and gloom with no brightness 

Cf. NEB and G. R. Driver, Festschrift W. Eilers, pp. 46, 49. 

THE PROMISE OF A ROYAL SAVIOUR 

8:23-9:7 

The promise of the birth of an heir to the house of David who will 
bring salvation and greatness to Israel, contained in 9 :2-7 (Heb. 1-6), 
make this one of the best known of all Isaianic prophecies. It is also 
one of the most difficult and contested. Opinions have varied between 
regarding it as a post-exilic 'messianic' promise of the coming of a 
Davidic ruler who will restore the kingship and international power 
to Israel (So Duhm, Marti, Fohrer, S. Mowinckel, He That Cometh, 
pp. 102ff., etc.) and interpreting it as an authentic Isaianic accession 
oracle for the crowning of Hezekiah as king (so especially A. Alt, 
'Jesaja 8, 23--9, 6. Befreiungsnacht und Kronungstag', Kleine 
Schriften II, pp. 206-25; J. Lindblom, The Immanuel Prophecy, pp. 
33ff.). More recently a yet further possibility has emerged (H. Barth; 
] . Vermeylen) of regarding the prophecy as an accession oracle for a 
Davidic ruler, but of identifying this ruler as Josiah (640-609 BC), and 
so of taking its inclusion as part of the Josianic redaction of the book. 
The basis of Alt's argument, and of the modification of it advocated by 
Barth and Vermeylen, is to be found in the interpretation of9: 1 (Heb. 
8: 23), and more precisely the second part of this verse, since the first 
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sentence is undoubtedly a separate glossator's addition. The words 
But there will be no gloom for her that was in anguish (9: 1a) have 
clearly been inserted by an editor in order to establish a transition 
from the threatening warning of 8 :21f. and the reassuring promise of 
9: 1ff. This can only have been after the addition of8 :21f. in the exilic 
age. 

In spite of the large number of scholars who have, since Duhm, 
regarded 9 :2-7 as a post-exilic 'messianic' oracle, we must dismiss 
such an interpretation. There is no hint whatsoever in the prophecy 
itself that it is concerned with the restoration of the Davidic monarchy 
after an interval in which it had ceased, nor does the language of the 
royal birth (v. 6) and of the great international power to be achieved 
through the Davidic king (v. 7) accord with the hopes surrounding the 
expectation of the restoration of the Davidic kingship in the sixth and 
fifth centuries BC. Our interpretation, therefore, must centre upon the 
possibility of an original application either to the accession of 
Hezekiah (725 BC) or to that of Josiah (640 BC). The decision here must 
rest upon the understanding arrived at of the difficult verse 9: 1, and 
of its connection with the accession oracle proper which follows. In 
either case this latter oracle must be understood, following Alt, op. 
cit., pp. 208ff., to refer to a royal accession, and not to a literal birth 
(see below). For the many problems of interpreting 9: I see, besides 
Alt's pioneering article, J. A. Emerton JSS 14 (1969) pp. 151-75; H. 
Barth, pp. 154ff., J. Vermeylen, pp. 232ff.; K. Seybold,Das davidische 
Konigtum, pp. 82ff. 

The geographical references in 9: 1 (see Y. Aharoni, The Land of 
the Bible, London, 1966, pp. 331, 334) refer to the territory annexed by 
Tiglath-pileser from Israel in 733 and formed into three separate 
Assyrian provinces. The RSV translation (which follows AV and RV) 
contrasts the treatment in the former time, which proved disastrous 
and which must reflect the situation brought about in 733, with that in 
the latter time, which will be triumphantly glorious, but which is 
still in the future. It is this latter expectation for these territories 
which began to emerge for Israel (Judah) only with the age of Josiah, 
when the expectation arose that, with the demise of Assyrian power, 
these territories would both be restored to Israel and set once again 
under a Davidic king. However, it is very questionable, following J. 
A. Emerton, whether the translation he will make glorious (Heb. 
higbid) in 9: 1 can be justified. The perfect tense should more naturally 
be translated as a past action, and the sense of the verb is better 
understood negatively as signifying further oppressive treatment 
for the way of the sea. (See J. A. Emerton, op. cit., pp. 168ff., and 
below in Zoe.). In this case the entire geographical-historical infor
mation contained in the verse can be related to Tiglath-pileser's treat
ment of Israel in 733, and no difficulty arises on this score against an 
application to Hezekiah's accession in 725 BC. 

The question of the connection of this verse to the following acces
sion oracle proper can be answered fairly securely. Quite evidently the 
intention is to contrast the disastrous fate of Israel at the hands of 
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Assyria, which came as a consequence of the disunity between 
Ephraim and Judah, with the salvation which could come if they were 
reunited under a single Davidic ruler. However, the assumption that 
9 : 1 was an original part of the royal oracle of vv. 2-7 must be 
questioned. Rather it appears that a redactor has inserted this note (in 
prose?-contra Alt, p. 208) in order to provide a historical background 
for the element of hope which follows, much in the manner of the 
note in 7 : I. We may conclude therefore that this comment has been 
inserted at an early stage in order to illuminate 9: 2-7, but that it 
probably was not a constituent part of the original oracle. 

So far as the form of the royal prophecy of 9: 2-7 is concerned, there 
are clear signs of contact with the hymnic element of Songs of 
Thanksgiving. The promises of the ending of warfare (v. 5) and of a 
vast international rule for the house of David (v. 7) were not realised 
in Hezekiah's time, nor yet, except very partially, with Josiah. 
However, we must take these assurances as potential, rather than 
positively and imminently expected. Their extravagant language has 
been determined by the traditional 'court-style' of the Davidic 
monarchy and its ambitions, and their purpose here is to show the 
new hope that could emerge, particularly for the Northern Kingdom 
of Israel (so 9: 1), with the coming of Hezekiah to the throne of Judah. 
There could now be opportunity for a reunion of Israel and Judah 
under a Davidic king, since Ahaz, whose action had so bitterly divided 
the two kingdoms, was now dead. If we can establish the original 
application of 9 : 2-7 as the accession of Hezekiah, then nothing 
stands in the way of ascribing it to Isaiah. The setting provided by 9: I 
has then been added, either by the prophet himself, or by a redactor 
working very shortly after Isaiah's time, in order to show the rel
evance of the oracle to the fate of the Northern Kingdom. 

Whether the inclusion of a royal 'court-oracle' of this kind can 
reveal anything concerning Isaiah's own position as an 'official', or 
'court' prophet remains doubtful. There is always the possibility that 
Isaiah was simply echoing very deliberately the official traditions of 
the royal court in order to bring out the new element of hope that 
emerged with Ahaz's death. The time of Yahweh's 'hiding his face 
from the house of Jacob' could now be past (cf. 8 : 16). 

9: 1. But there will be no gloom: The words are an addition by a 
redactor in order to establish a transition between the picture of dark
ness and distress given in 8 : 22 and the hope of 'a great light' 
promised by 9 : 2-7. In their function they are significant since they 
establish a yet future (post-exilic) application of the prophecy of the 
royal saviour of 9 :2'-7. They show, therefore, how a continuing 
process of reapplication and reinterpretation of prophecies took place, 
which is revealed by the complex redaction history of the present 
book. 
In the former time he brought into contempt: These words provide 
an introductory historical setting for the accession oracle which follows 
in vv. 2-7. The contrast between In the former time and but in the 
latter time should probably not be understood to refer to two separate 
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political actions against these northern territories (?738 and 733 BC), 
but (see J. A. Emerton, pp. r68f.) to mean 'from first to last'; i.e. they 
express a totality of harsh treatment. We may translate: 'First he (i.e. 
God) ... then he .. .' the land ofZebulun and the land ofNaphtali: 
For the cutting off of these territories from Judah by Tiglath-pileser 
in 733, see A. Alt, Kleine Schriften II, Munich, 1953, pp. 188-205; Y. 
Aharoni, The Land of the Bible, pp. 331f. but in the latter time he will 
make glorious: Rather read, 'Then he treated harshly ... ' The three 
regions mentioned, the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, 
Galilee of the nations, correspond to the three provinces into which 
the northern region of Israel was divided by Tiglath-pileser: the way 
of the sea corresponds to Dor (Du'ru); the land beyond the Jordan to 
Gilead (Gal'azu) and Galilee of the nations to Megiddo (Magidu). 

The content of the accession oracle of vv. 2ff, does not single out 
the Northern Kingdom of Israel for special mention, but this appli
cation is provided by the introduction here, and is further established 
by the fact that 9 :8-21 (+5 :24-25; see above) refers to the fate of the 
Northern Kingdom in the aftermath of 733. 

2. The people who walked in darkness: The language has a con
scious air of mystery, and does not identify precisely the extent of the 
people, which must be assumed to include both Judah and Ephraim. 
BHS would delete who walked as overloading the metre, but the 
sense remains unaffected. have seen a great light: The light is a 
metaphor for the saving action of God. See below on 10: 17 for a later 
interpretation of this. The language of the accession oracle is evi
dently fairly stereotyped and traditional, appropriate to a special royal 
occasion. The application to Hezekiah's accession can only be a matter 
of reasoned conjecture, and the main function of the prophecy is to 
show that the period of God's 'hiding his face' can now end, since the 
king whose action occasioned this wrath, Ahaz, had now passed from 
the scene. For the uncertainty regarding the date ofHezekiah's acces
sion, see Introduction, p. 9). 

3. Thou hast multiplied the nation: Better, 'Thou hast multiplied 
gladness,' reading Heb. haggilah instead of haggoy lo'. The occasion 
of the rejoicing is the advent to the throne of a new king, always a 
time for celebration, but regarded as especially so in its reawakening 
of the hopes surrounding the Davidic monarchy, which Ahaz had 
done so much to jeopardise. as men rejoice when they divide the 
spoil uses the situation of sharing out the spoils of victory to describe 
the high excitement occasioned by the new ruler's coronation, and 
need not suggest that any recent battle had taken place. 

4. For the yoke of his burden: The verse contains three images of 
oppression: yoke ... staff ... rod to signify that a period of trib
ulation and oppressive rule has passed. The imagery is secondarily 
interpreted in 10 :24, 26, 27; 14: 25 as referring to the oppression of 
Assyrian rule. If this direct historical application was intended in the 
original prophecy then it could only have arisen in relation to Josiah 
and his age. Almost certainly, however, we are faced here with the 
stereotyped 'court language' which regarded every new ruler as a 
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saviour figure who would put an end to the oppression of the past. 
The imagery, therefore, is almost certainly typical, and in a measure 
idealistic. It is the secondary interpretation of the metaphors in re
lation to Assyria (for which see in loc.) which has given them a more 
directly historical application. thou hast broken as on the day of 
Midian refers back to the victorious battle won under Gideon's 
leadership against the Midianites in the plain of Jezreel G g. 6: 33ff; ). 
The battle was especially important in the history of the Northern 
Kingdom, the fate of which hung perilously in the balance after the 
Assyrian settlement imposed in 733. 

5. For every boot of the tramping warrior: The language is tra
ditional, celebrating the advent of a new king as the inauguration of a 
kingdom of peace and the ending of rebellion and war. Cf. Pss. 2; 76. 
It formed a part of the 'Conflict with the Nations' motif which be
longed within the royal Davidic traditions of Jerusalem. For Isaiah it 
had a special significance and application in view of the deep rift 
which had arisen between Judah and Israel from the time of the Syro
Ephraimite war. The Heh. uses a very vigorous image for 'every boot 
stomping into battle'. and every garment rolled in blood: The 
development of a professional army in Israel, and even more in 
Assyria, had led to the wearing of specialised military uniforms, the 
destruction of which the prophet could use as a picture of an era of 
peace. 

6. For to us a child is born, to us a son is given: The verse has 
occasioned most difficulty in the interpretation of the prophecy, since 
it appears to promise a royal birth, whose coming will bring peace. 
Yet the prophecy clearly has nothing to do with the birth of the 
Immanuel child of 7: 14 (contra J. Lindblom), and, with A. Alt, 
'Befreiungsnacht und Kronungstag', pp. 209ff., must be understood 
to be a reference to a royal accession, and not to a literal birth. This is 
in line with Ps. 2: 7, a hymn celebrating a royal coronation. On his 
accession to the throne the king was elevated (?adopted) as the divine 
'son' and 'heir'. The imagery and ideology is almost certainly 
Egyptian in its ultimate origin, but had evidently become a part of the 
royal ideology in Judah. Cf. T. N. D. Mettinger, King and Messiah, 
Lund, 1976, pp. 254ff.; K. Seybold, pp. 83f. The complex language 
and imagery was linked with ideas that the new king received the 
divine spirit and became a new 'person' with a new 'heart'. It was 
appropriate therefore that he should receive new throne-names, 
which were filled with power commensurate with his authority in 
administering God's kingdom. and the government will be upon his 
shoulder: The meaning of the word translated government (Heb. 
mifrah) is not absolutely clear. NEB has 'symbol of dominion'. 
Possibly 'entitlement to rule' is intended. 
and his name will be called: The series of four names which follow, 
built up in word couples, almost certainly derives from the Egyptian 
practice of giving throne-names to the Pharaoh. Cf. H. Frankfort, 
Kingship and the Gods, Chicago, 1948, pp. 46f. The Egyptian practice 
was for a series of five names to be given, suggesting that this was 
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originally the case here, and that one name has been lost in the trans
mission. Cf. H. Wildberger, ThZ 16 (1900), pp. 314-32 and comm. in 
loc. See further H. Barth, pp. 141-77; E. Lipinski, Semitica 20 (1970), 
pp. 41-57; J. Vermeylen, pp. 91-5; H.-P. Muller, EvTh 21 (1961), pp. 
408-19; H. L. Ginsberg,JAOS 88 (1968), pp. 47-53. H.-P. Muller, op. 
cit., p. 414, and R. A. Carlson, VT 24 (1974), pp. 130-5, would see a 
pointedly anti-Assyrian character in the title given, but this seems 
less than certain. Rather the separate titles express separate functions 
which belonged to the royal office of the king. Wonderful Counsellor 
stresses the king's ability as political guide and leader; Mighty God is 
better translated as 'Divine Warrior' and affirms the supernatural skill 
and strength given to the king for leadership in battle. Everlasting 
Father is better rendered 'Father for ever' and would reflect the 
concern of the king for the welfare of his people. E. Lipinski, 
Semitica 20 (1970), p. 52, would repaint as ,ab.i 'ig, 'my father is 
witness', and refers it to the Egyptian title affirming the legal 
primogeniture of the prince, and his consequent right to rule. Prince 
of Peace affirms the king's role as a source of peace, prosperity and 
general well-being for his people. Probably a fifth name has been lost, 
and K. D. Schunck, VT 23 (1973), pp. 108-10, suggests reading sofii! 
'olam, 'Eternal Judge'. The case advocated by H. Barth, p. 177, that 
these throne-names reflect the actual throne-names given to Josiah is 
a conjecture that rests upon the general argument that the entire 
section of 9: 1-7 was composed for Josiah. Yet it is more likely 
that the names were historically determined titles which were applied 
to Hezekiah. At a later time, as implied by the wider hypothesis of 
a Josianic redaction of Isaiah's prophecies, it appears that Josiah was 
acclaimed as the Davidic ruler through whom these ancient promises 
would be fulfilled (see Introduction, pp. 5f.). 

7. Of the increase of his government and of peace: The text is 
difficult, and has almost certainly been disturbed by imperfect trans
mission. We may suggest reading 'Great shall be the power, and peace 
without end'. In this case there is no promise of a great universal 
kingdom embracing many nations, but rather of a powerful and in
dependent kingdom of Israel under a Davidic ruler. The background 
setting provided by v. 1 would apply this to the Northern Kingdom, 
indicating that a reuniting of Israel and Judah under a single Davidic 
king was envisaged. Such a political ambition was later enter
tained by Josiah, even though it was only partially realised. Isaiah 
appears as the prophet of the 'oneness' of Israel, and found in the 
historical traditions and claims of the Davidic monarchy a strong 
expression of this oneness. upon the throne of David, and over bis 
kingdom: Isaiah's attitude to the Davidic dynasty is more than a little 
ambiguous. The warning to Ahaz given in 7: 9 indicates that the 
prophet did not hold the Davidic right to rule as unconditionally 
guaranteed in all circumstances, and he may even have envisaged that 
Ahaz's action would cost him his throne, and bring down the entire 
dynasty. Yet this did not happen, and, if the Isaianic origin of9 :2-7 is 
sustained, the prophet regarded the death of Ahaz and accession of 
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Hezekiah as providing a reprieve for the dynasty. From the perspec
tive of the Josianic era in which an important redaction and interpre
tation of Isaiah's prophecies was made,. the presence of the Davidic 
dynasty came to be regarded as an all-important factor in the entire 
history of Judah during Isaiah's ministry (cf. esp. 2 Kg. 19: 34 = Isa. 
37: 35). Central to this belief was the tradition of the divine promise to 
David through the prophet Nathan that he and his house had been 
given a permanent and inalienable right to rule over Israel (2 Sam. 
7: 13). to establish it, and to uphold it: Undoubtedly the intention 
was to affirm that the entire Davidic kingdom, divided in Isaiah's day 
between Ephraim and Judah, would be reunited and given political 
freedom and independence. Although the language is forthright and 
direct as a firm promise from God, it is impossible to suppose that 
Isaiah was convinced that this would certainly be the consequence of 
Hezekiah's reign. Rather he here uses the traditional language to 
affirm the nature of Yahweh's 'order' for his people, and thereby to 
call that people back to a submission to this order. It is effectively an 
appeal, directed primarily to the Northern Kingdom, to return to 
Yahweh and the Davidic house whom he had given to rule his people. 
For such an idea of the prophet's intention, cf. H. W. Hoffmann, pp. 
105ff. The zeal of the LoRD of hosts will do this: For the idea of the 
zeal of Yahweh, cf. B. Renaud, Je suis un Dieu Jaloux (CahRB 2), 
Paris, 1964, pp. 27ff.; THAT, II, cols. 647-50. The formulaic 
character of the affirmation is evident and marks the solemn con
clusion of the 'accession' oracle. The language itself is traditional and 
designed to affirm that what appears to be beyond the scope of 
political possibility has a yet stronger basis of certainty in the divine 
will. The rule of the Davidic house would be upheld by God, over
riding all human plans and forces. 

For 9: 8-21, see above, pp. 66ff., on 5 :25-30. 

For 10: 1-4, see above, pp. 6off., on 5: 8-24. 

ASSYRIA, THE ROD OF THE DIVINE ANGER 

10:5-15 

The prophecy affirming that Assyria is simply the rod in the hand of 
Yahweh for the punishment of his people, and that it too will, in turn, 
be punished by him for its blasphemous hybris (10: 13) is amongst the 
most important in the entire collection of chs. r-12. It represents the 
surest and most reliable evidence for accepting that Isaiah did foretell 
a time when the Assyrians would be punished and overthrown by 
Yahweh. Furthermore the way in which it has been drawn upon by a 
number of secondary redactional developments appears fully to bear 
out this conclusion. There is, however, a wide diversity of opinion 
about the date to which it should be ascribed. Duhm, Marti, Fohrer, 
Eichrodt and others would relate the prophecy to the time of the 
threat to Judah by Sennacherib in the period 705-701. Yet this cannot 
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be sustained, since there is firm evidence (see Introduction, p. 11) 
that Isaiah condemned the alliance on which Hezekiah's revolt was 
based, and foretold its disastrous outcome. The reference to the 
Assyrian conquests in v. 9 points to events which had all taken place at 
the latest by 717 BC. We are directed, therefore, to a time after 717, but 
before 705, and the most probable resulting date is the period of the 
Philistine revolt against Sargon in the years 713-71 r. This is the 
period favoured by H. Wildberger, A. Schoors, 0. Kaiser and W. 
Dietrich, and it must certainly be regarded as the most likely. How
ever, we must bear in mind that Isaiah did not foresee a favourable 
outcome of this revolt against Assyria, as is shown by 14 : 28-32 
and 20: 1-6 (see below in Zoe.). His assurance that Assyria would 
eventually be punished for its arrogant boasts cannot have been 
intended as any direct encouragement to Judah to join such an anti
Assyrian revolt. This would certainly leave a greater fluidity to the 
question of determining the date of 10:5-15*, since it appears to 
relate more to the offence given by Assyrian imperialist claims than to 
any specific revolt which appeared likely to achieve success in throw
ing this off. Certainly we must think of a time after 722, but before 705 
when Sargon died. If the prophecy of 14:4b-21 is Isaianic and was 
related to the time of Sargon's death (see below pp. 139ff.), then it is 
possible that IO: 5-15 also belongs to this time. The scope of the 
original prophecy is to be found in vv. 54-9, 13-15, since two separate 
additions have been made in vv. 10-12, the first to bring out more 
forcefully the reason for Samaria's downfall and the second to show 
that the time of Jerusalem's punishment would soon end. 

The reason given for the judgment upon Assyria is that the 
Assyrian king was guilty of blasphemous pride. This introduces a 
theological motif into the whole presentation. The overall form is 
that of a disputation saying, in which the analogy of the rod in the 
hand of a person provides the basis for much of the prophet's argu
ment. Since Assyria is an instrument in the hand of God, it is absurd 
for this instrument to claim to be fulfilling its own plans and inten
tions. Such a disputation form has a certain affinity with Wisdom (cf. 
J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, pp. 68ff.). However, the opening 
interjection (RSV Ah!) must in fact be read as a cry 'Woe .. .' (Heb. 
hoy), and the connection with other 'woe'-oracles recognised (cf. on 
17: 12; 18: 1), even though there is no consistently carried through 
repetition of the 'woe'-form as in 5 : 8ff. 

10: 5. Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger: The onomatopoeic 
character of the opening cry (Heb. hoy), expresses anger and hostility, 
without giving any clear indication of the manner in which the anger 
is to be carried over into action. The whole of 10 :5-15* takes the form 
of invective, implying that punishment will be inflicted on the 
Assyrians, but without pronouncing how. the staff of my fury! See 
margin for the obscurity of the Hebrew. G. R. Driver, JTS 34 (1933), 
p. 383, offers a very convincing emendation: 'and the rod of my 
wrath-it is in their hand!' (Heb. uma(!eh za'mi hu' be yadiim). 

6. Against a godless nation: The kingdoms of both Israel and 
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Judah appear to be intended, so that the use of the singular nation 
(Heb. goy) is consistent with Isaiah's insistence that the people of 
both 'houses' form one 'people'. The alternative would be to refer the 
statement to Judah only; but the fate of the Northern Kingdom at the 
hands of Assyria appears very much to have been in the prophet's 
mind. It was a significant feature of Assyrian claims for the expansion 
of their empire that the gods of the nations they had conquered had 
offended their inhabitants and the power of Assyria had been invoked 
to correct this. Cf. M. Cogan, Imperialism and Religion, pp. 15ff. to 
take spoil and seize plunder recalls the elements of the name Maher
shalal-hashbaz of 8: 1, to which the prophet may have been inten
tionally alluding. 

7. to cut off nations not a few: Instead of not a few (Heb. lo' m•ao, 
Targ. reads 'without sparing'. Cf. S. Speier, ThZ 21 (1965), pp. 312f., 
and Hab. I: 17. The general assertion that some reasoned intention 
lay behind the Assyrian imperial expansion reflects familiarity with 
Assyrian claims. Perhaps these had already become known in Judah 
through public edicts and inscriptions. By conquering peoples and 
territory Assyria claimed to be heaping greater glory upon its god 
Ashur. Cf. M. Cogan, op. cit., pp. 22ft. 

8. Are not my commanders all kings: I.e. are not the commanders 
of the armies of Assyria of greater power and prestige than the kings 
which they overthrow? By showing their superiority to the kings of 
the nations, the officers of Assyria show that they are in reality even 
greater than their conquered opponents. The phrase all kings gives an 
interesting example of the wider usage of Heh. yaJJa,tiw, meaning 
'altogether', and possibly 'each one'. 

9. Is not Calno like Carchemish: In Arn. 6: 2 the place Calno (Heh. 
kalno) is written as kalneh (Akkadian kullam). It lay in Northern Syria 
and was conquered by Tiglath-pileser III in 738. The Hittite city of 
Carchemish fell to Sargon II in 717. Hamath lay on the Orantes, 
falling to Sargon in 720 and Arpad in Northern Syria was attacked and 
defeated twice, in 738 and 720. The presentation of a list of victories in 
this fashion suggests that Isaiah was already familiar with the style of 
Assyrian victory inscriptions, which he reflects here. The greater the 
.Assyrian claims, so much the greater does the prophet view its sins in 
claiming these victories as the work of their own god Ashur. The 
concluding rhetorical question Is not Samaria like Damascus? 
already indicates that, although there was no distinction from the 
Assyrian viewpoint, one did exist in reality since Samaria stood in a 
special relationship to Yahweh. 

10. As my hand has reached to the kingdoms of the idols: This 
verse and the following one are a later addition, probably from the 
exilic age, which uses the reference to Samaria as an opportunity to 
elaborate upon the sin of idolatry perpetrated by the inhabitants of 
Samaria (cf. the Deuteronomic viewpoint in 2 Kg. 17 : 7ff.). The in
tention is evidently to contrast the fate of Samaria with that of 
Jerusalem, so that this addition presupposes the pespective given to 
the deliverance of Jerusalem as recounted in chs. 36-37. Whereas the 



ISAIAH IO: II-13 112 

original prophecy stressed that Israel had suffered along with other 
nations, the present two verses have been inserted to show that a 
quite different fate awaited Jerusalem, a view which Isaiah himself 
certainly did not share. 

II. shall I not do to Jerusalem and her idols: Strikingly the re
dactional addition recognises that Jerusalem too is guilty of idolatry, 
like Samaria, even though it presupposes the tradition of Jerusalem's 
deliverance from Sennacherib in 701, as the later tradition came to 
view it. In vv. 10-11 we have an interesting example of the growth of 
tradition. The narrative oflsa. 36: 1-37 :38 (= 2 Kg. 18: 17-19 :37) has 
largely been developed around the prophecy of Isa. ro: 5-15* as an 
interpretation of Jerusalem's deliverance in 701. In turn the elab
orated narrative tradition has been reflected back into the original 
prophecy by the addition of these two verses. 

I2. When the LoRD has finished all his work on Mount Zion: 
This verse, which is in prose, is a yet further, but separate, addition to 
that of the preceding two verses. It must derive from the post-exilic 
age, and affirms that the time for punishing the king of Assyria will 
not arise until Yahweh has finished his plan for Jerusalem. It pre
supposes the defeat of Jerusalem in 587, and probably comes from a 
much later time, though scarcely as late as the Seleucid era (so 
Kaiser). Its interpretation requires an understanding of the king of 
Assyria as a (veiled) reference to some other foreign power, or 
possibly to all Gentile nations. The inclusion of the addition has 
necessitated the insertion of the words For he says at the beginning 
of v. 13. The Hebrew 'ep_qog ('I will punish') must be emended to read 
yipqofi (cf. RSV margin). 

13. By the strength of my hand I have done it: In this claim, set 
into the mouth of the Assyrian king, Isaiah sees a supreme expression 
of blasphemous pride. The content of the claim accords so well with 
the general character and tenor of Assyrian victory inscriptions and 
royal annals, that it seems certain that Isaiah was already familiar with 
these. In any case it is very probable that the vassal status of both Ahaz 
and Hezekiah had brought a strong Assyrian presence in Jerusalem. 
Most probably, therefore, Assyrian representatives would have taken 
the opportunity to deliver impressive, if bombastic, speeches to the 
citizens of Jerusalem, much in the manner ascribed to the Rabshakeh 
in 36 :4-10. It is possible that, in turn, the written tradition of the 
Rabshakeh's speech has been built up from the words put into the 
mouth of the Assyrian king here. From the prophet's perspective, 
Assyria was acting as the instrument of Yahweh, which implied a 
limited commission, whereas the Assyrian king claimed that there 
was no limit to his power. The phrase and by my wisdom reflects very 
clearly the close connection felt in the ancient world between wisdom 
as a divine endowment, and its use in the formation of military and 
political strategy. I have removed the boundaries of peoples: i.e. in 
instituting radical changes in the political map, as in Israel after 733, 
by the dividing up of kingdoms and forming them into provinces of 
the Assyrian empire. As a consequence of such action, and as part of 
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the 'third phase' of Assyrian domination, wholesale movements of 
population were enforced in order to change traditional national 
alignments and associations. like a bull I have brought down: The 
text appears to be in a very disturbed state. In this and the previous 
line we should read the imperf. cons. Possibly we should emend to 
'I have struck down to the ground the cities and their inhabitants' 
(H. Wildberger). 

14. My hand has found like a nest: The prophet projects into the 
mouth of the king of Assyria the same colourful imagery to be found 
in his own prophecies. As a man might plunder the eggs from a bird's 
nest, so the great ruler had stolen the kingdoms of the earth and their 
treasures, and the defending peoples were as powerless to stop him as 
the bird would be to defend its nest. 

15. Shall the axe vaunt itself: The rhetorical question clearly 
implies a negative answer, but, more than this, it hints that the claims 
of the Assyrian king are so impious that they must evoke punishment. 
Although the form of the prophecy is that of the disputation saying, it 
implies some veiled threat of coming punishment. What form this 
will take or when it will materialise is not set out, although the later 
redactional addition in vv. 16-19 helps to supply this. As if a rod 
should wield him who lifts it: A slight emendation of the Heb. (to•~ 
m'rimo; cf. BHS) is required. The second line of the verse simply 
elaborates on the absurdity of the hypothetical question set in the 
first, but there is no need to regard the line as a gloss on this account 
(as Wildberger). 

THE COMING DESTRUCTION OF THE ASSYRIANS 

10:16-19 

Although A. Schoors would regard these verses as the original con
tinuation of vv. 5-15, and would therefore ascribe them to Isaiah, 
such a view must be rejected. They emanate from the Josianic 
Redaction of the collection oflsaiah's prophecies, and are designed to 
present a firm declaration of the overthrow of Assyria (cf. H. Barth, 
pp. 28-34). That this overthrow was then regarded as assured by the 
events of 701 BC is shown by the narrative tradition of chs. 36-37. 
Barth rightly recognises that the section consists of an extended 
elaboration of the imagery of 9: 14 and 17 :4-6. To this we must 
certainly add a dependence on the image of light, taken from 9: 2. All 
in all we have a kind of 'midrashic' development of imagery and 
themes which occur in authentic lsaianic passages, a feature which is 
very marked in the remainder of the Josianic redaction. There is no 
need, therefore, to see the passage coming from as late as the Seleucid 
age (as 0. Kaiser), nor should we interpret the verses as apocalyptic 
eschatology. 

16. Therefore the Lord, the LoRD of hosts: Some MSS omit the 
title Lord, and this is probably correct. The threat will send wasting 
sickness appears to be drawn from 17 :4, which also introduces the 
idea of glory as a description for a people. Barth (p. 34) sees a con-
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scious identification on the author's part between the 'Jacob' (i.e. the 
Northern Kingdom) referred to in 17 :4-6 and Assyria. However, it 
seems more likely that the Isaianic imagery has been transferred to 
the enemy alluded to in 17: 1-6. There is no likelihood that 0. 
Procksch was correct in seeing in these verses a threat directed against 
Israel as a whole. The idea of a sickness has been developed from that 
of 'leanness' in 17 :4. and under his glory: What exactly is meant by 
glory is not clear (army, inhabitants?), but the image has come from 
17 :4. 

17. The light oflsrael will become a fire: The image of light has 
been taken from 9 :2, where it is perfectly in order, but here it has 
been stretched to introduce the more threatening feature of fire. and 
it will bum and devour his thorns and briers in one day. The theme 
of thorns and briers has been taken from the Song of the Vineyard in 
5 :6, but appears here to refer to the Assyrian soldiers, indicating a 
dependence upon the secondary passage 7 : 24. This would suggest 
that 7 : 23-25 may also have belonged to the J osianic Redaction. 

18. The glory of his forest and of his fruitful land: Barth, pp. 28f., 
sees the origin of the forest imagery in 9 : 14 (Heb. 13), but it may also 
have been encouraged by the 'staff and 'wood' imagery of 10: 5, 15, as 
well as that of 'thorns and briers' and the 'olive trees' of 17 :6. The 
phrase both soul and body reflects the 'head and tail' emphasis of 
9: 14, whilst the image of'wasting away' reflects 17 :4. 

19. The remnant of the trees: The picture of only a few trees left 
seems to point to 17: 6 and to establish a sense of poetic justice by 
showing that the attacker in 17: 1-6 will himself be attacked and over
thrown. The threat of the overthrow of Assyria presented here and 
elsewhere (cf. on 14: 24-27; 17: 12-14, etc.) by the Josianic Redaction 
of Isaiah's prophecies saw a primary measure of fulfilment in the 
tradition of the destruction of Sennacherib's army in 701 (especially 
cf. Isa. 37: 36 = 2 Kg. 19: 35). Very probably the stress upon the 
suddenness of the Assyrian overthrow (cf. 'in one day', v. 17) has 
contributed to the build-up of the tradition regarding the action of the 
angel ofYahweh. 

THE FATE OF THE REMNANT OF ISRAEL 

10:20-23 

The section 10 :20-23 reflects a further example of the 'midrashic' 
type of exegesis which we have seen to belong to the Josianic 
Redaction of the book. This time the basis for the exegesis is to be 
found in the name 'Shear-jashub' of 7: 3, which has given rise here to 
three interpretations of the idea of a 'Remnant returning' in relation 
to the Northern Kingdom. Wildberger and Barth, pp. 4of., date this 
addition to the post-exilic age, on the assumption that the idea of the 
'Remnant' is applied broadly to the Israel of the post-exilic age. Yet 
this is not so, and more plausibly the title 'Israel' and 'Jacob' must be 
applied to the survivors of the Northern Kingdom after 722. Nothing 
then hinders the ascription of these three verses also to the age of 
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Josiah, and to finding in them further instances of the developed 
exegesis that characterises this redactional work. Apart from the 
primary dependence on the interpretation of the name Shear-jashub 
from 7 : 3, v. 20 contains an allusion to the imagery of 9: 13, whilst the 
'end' decreed in v. 23 alludes back to 6: II. 

20. In that day the remnant of Israel: The opening formula shows 
a typical mark of a redactional addition, and the theme of the remnant 
of Israel follows the application of the name Shear-jashub to the 
Northern Kingdom quite accurately. will no more lean upon him that 
smote them: The language echoes that of 9: 13, but understands it 
differently. There the one who smote them is Yahweh, but here it 
clearly refers tci Assyria, upon whom the people had become politi
cally dependent (lean upon). The idea of the remnant is thereby given 
a positive significance as a promise that there will be survivors from 
Israel, whose salvation will only be achieved when they turn to 
Yahweh in truth; i.e. in sincerity and with a whole heart. 

21. A remnant will return, the remnant of Jacob: The opening 
words repeat exactly the name 'Shear-jashub' from 7: 3, but interpret 
its meaning in a positive sense; i.e. there will indeed be a remnant of 
Jacob, and it will return to God. Clearly this secondary interpretation 
has arrived at a very different understanding of the meaning of the 
name Shear-jashub, since the 'returning' is now a returning to God. 
However, it still appears to be the fate of the N orthem Kingdom that 
is envisaged, the misfortunes of which are regarded as a consequence 
of apostasy. to the mighty God recalls the title of the Davidic king 
from 9 : 6 (Heb. 'el-gibbor). 

22. For though your people Israel be as the sand of the sea: The 
simile of the sand of the sea to express the size of the population of 
Israel was no doubt a traditional one (cf. Gen. 22: 17; 32: 12; Jos. I I :4, 
etc.). Its employment here, however, is in conjunction with a further, 
and more restrictive, interpretation of the name Shear-jashub. There 
will indeed be a remnant of Israel, thus implying a positive signifi
cance for the name which means 'A Remnant Returns', but this 
remnant will not be a large one. Destruction is decreed: The recog
nition that Yahweh has pronounced (decreed) an irrevocable threat 
against Israel (9: 8-21) precludes that more than a remnant can sur
vive. The phrase overflowing with righteousness appears ambivalent, 
but must be understood in the sense 'fully, and justly, deserved'. The 
participle overflowing (Heb. sotep) picks up the description of the 
threat from Assyria given in 8 : 8. 

23. For the Lord, the LORD of hosts, will make a full end: If this 
comment belongs together with vv. 20-22, which is most likely, then 
the verse should be understood as a general elaboration upon the 
message of Isaiah given in 6 : I I, designed to show that there can be 
hope for no more than a remnant of the Northern Kingdom. Several 
commentators (Kaiser, Wildberger) take it as a post-exilic warning of 
the final eschatological judgment of the world, whilst more improb
ably J. Fichtner, ZAW 63 (1951), p. 26, regards this as an isolated 
saying from Isaiah. 
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A MESSAGE OF HOPE AND REASSURANCE 

10:24-27a 

116 

These verses also, which are formulated as a comforting address to 
Jerusalem ('my people, who dwell in Zion', v. 24) reveal the same 
kind of 'midrashic' elaboration of, and comment upon, words and 
themes which have appeared in Isaiah's authentic prophecies. Here 
the theme of the rod and staff has been taken from 9 :4 (v. 24); the 
ending of Yahweh's indignation and anger (v. 25) reflects the refrain 
of 9: 12, 17, 21, etc., and the allusion back to Yahweh's defeat of 
Midian (v. 26) picks up the allusion from 9 :4. Finally, the references 
to yoke and burden in v. 27a contain a further allusion back to 9 :4. 
Overall, therefore, we have in these verses a kind of 'midrashic' 
commentary upon 9: 4, which in itself must be taken as a strong pointer 
to the Isaianic authorship of the oracle of 9 : 2-7 from Isaiah (against 
Barth and Vermeylen, who would ascribe it to the Josianic period). 
The date of origin of this passage has been very variously inferred. 
Kaiser would see in it a late (second century BC) encouragement not to 
fear the Hellenised Seleucid rulers, who would then be the enemy 
referred to under the guise of the Assyrians (v. 24). However, there is 
no reason at all why the title 'the Assyrians' here should not be taken 
at its face value and referred to this great imperial power. In this case 
the assurance that Jerusalem has nothing to fear from them cannot 
reasonably be later than the age of Josiah, which witnessed the fading 
of Assyrian influence in Judah, and their loss of world power (cf. the 
fall of Nineveh in 612 BC). We may conclude, therefore (with A. 
Schoors), that these verses were composed in Josiah's reign, and they 
must then belong together with other similar midrashic-type expan
sions from this age. 

24. Therefore thus says the Lord, the LORD of hosts: The form of 
the divine title follows precisely that given in 10: 16 and 20. The 
formula employed is typical of prophecy, but the style of the comfort
ing address which follows, based on an interpretation of prophetic 
words, is very untypical of prophecy, and betrays an obviously 
written, scribal, form of interpretation based on individual words, 
rather than general context. when they smite with the rod refers back 
to 9 : 4, where its imagery must be taken to apply to any potential 
oppressor of Israel. Here it is precisely and exclusively applied to the 
imperialist domination of Assyria. The address to the people who 
dwell in Zion points to a sense that Jerusalem can be assured of a very 
different, and better, destiny than the remainder of Israel, a theme 
developed in chs. 36-37, and most especially in 37: 35; cf. also 37: 32. 
The phrase as the Egyptians did links the whole experience of 
foreign imperialist oppression to the tradition of the deliverance from 
Egypt, as recounted in Exod. 1-15. 

25. For in a very little while: If we place the time of composition 
ofvv. 24-27a in Josiah's reign this must be taken as a reference to the 
hope of the ending of Assyrian rule at that time, rather than as an 
intended allusion back to the event of 701 as the occasion when the 
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Assyrian armies suffered a major reversal, as in the tradition of Isa. 
36-37. my indignation will come to an end takes up the picture of 
Yahweh's continuing anger against Israel as expressed in the refrain 
of 5 :25, 9: 12, 17, 21, and affirms that shortly this anger will cease. By 
means of such a reference the author has incorporated an allusion to 
the fate of the Northern Kingdom also into his assurance. Instead of 
being directed continually against Israel and Judah, Yahweh's wrath 
will turn against the Assyrians. Instead of will be directed to their 
destruction, G. R. Driver, JTS 38 (1937), p. 39 would read 'will be 
wholly brought to an end' (Heb. 'al te/yl yittom). 

26. as when he smote Midian at the rock of Oreb: The primary 
reference is once again back to 9 : 4, but the author has filled out the 
meaning of the allusion to 'the day of Midian' by elaborating upon its 
significance in connection with the historical tradition of Jg. 7 :25. 
and his rod will be over the sea should be emended to 'against them' 
(Heb. ,alehem instead of'al-hayyam), which has probably come in as a 
result of the association with the Exodus story. The assurance and 
he will lift it as he did in Egypt refers back to the tradition of Aaron's 
rod in Exod. 7: 9ff. We have therefore a very comprehensive 'midrash' 
around the theme of Yahweh's rod, which must also contain some 
allusion to 10: 5. 

27. And in that day his burden will depart contains a further 
reference back to 9 :4, affirming that it is when the Assyrian rule is 
ended that the promise of that verse will be realised. This points 
strongly in the direction of regarding the Davidic promises contained 
in 9 :2-7 as having been applied to Josiah, even though this was not 
the king for whom they were composed. 

THE ADVANCE OF THE ENEMY 

10:27b-32 

The description of an approach of hostile forces against Jerusalem, 
and their encampment close to the city, has several difficult features. 
Coming as it does immediately after the Isaianic threat of judgment 
upon the Assyrians for their pride and arrogance (IO: 5-15), its 
position, together with the most probable understanding of appended 
redactional comment in vv. 33-34, suggests that the reference is to an 
Assyrian advance. This could then have been either that of Sargon II 
in 711, or that of Sennacherib in 701 BC. Yet the difficulty occasioned 
by this latter interpretation is that the route described (see map in 
Wildberger, I, p. 431) was certainly not that taken by the Assyrians at 
that time. The historical reality then was of an advance from the 
south, whereas the prophet's visionary description is of an advance 
from the north. H. Schmidt and, with some modifications, H. 
Donner, pp. 30-8 (also ZDPV 84 (1968), pp. 46-54), have con
sequently suggested that the reference is to the Syro-Ephraimite 
attack upon Jerusalem in 735-733. Yet this necessitates that the 
enemy whose advance is described is not Assyria, as the chapter 
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undoubtedly implies, but rather the Syro-Ephraimite alliance. It also 
raises the problem that Isaiah certainly did not regard the threat from 
Pekah and Rezin to be a serious threat to Ahaz (cf. on 7: 1ff.). Hence 
Donner is forced into a very hypothetical reconstruction of the cir
cumstances in which the advance took place, and the timing of Ahaz's 
appeal to Tiglath-pileser for help against his attackers. 

Two ways out of the difficulty have been suggested. The first is to 
look for some other historical occasion when a threatening army 
advanced against Jerusalem. 0. Procksch (as earlier, T. K. Cheyne) 
referred the description to an advance of Sargon against Judah in 715, 
at the time of the Philistine revolt. This is followed by H. Wildberger, 
who postulates that, during the time of this uprising led by Ashdod, 
Sargon marched against Jerusalem and thereby effectively dis
couraged Hezekiah from joining the revolt. V. Herntrich and E. Jenni 
(Die politischen Voraussagen der Propheten, p. 18, note 13) reckon 
with a predominantly visionary advance by an (unnamed) world 
power, for which no precise date can be given. Durun and Marti 
would deny the description to Isaiah altogether and apply the 
prophecy to a final eschatological attack by Gentile powers against 
Jerusalem. Certainly the visionary element of the description must be 
taken fully into account so that it is not necessary to regard it as 
recording an advance as it actually happened. Rather, the prophet may 
be allowed to have projected into his visionary portrayal knowledge of 
a typical route of advance by a Mesopotamian power. It is possible, 
too, that certain traditional elements may have entered into the de
scription given, as D. L. Christensen, VT 26 (1976), pp. 385-99, 
argues. He would infer some knowledge of an old religious proces
sional route. Overall we must take fully into account the context of 
10: 5-15, besides the additions made by a redactor in vv. 16-27a, all of 
which undoubtedly refer to a threat from Assyria. Furthermore, H. 
Donner, pp. 3of., would regard v. 33 as authentically Isaianic and to be 
part of the unit, vv. 27b-33. He then takes v. 34 as a gloss, whereas H. 
Barth, pp. 54ff., understands v. 33a as belonging to I 1 : 1 -5 (see below 
in Zoe.) and takes vv. 33b-34 as Isaianic, but separate from 27b-32. 

There is no reason for questioning the rightness of the assumption 
that the unnamed attackers in v. 27b ('He has gone up') are the 
Assyrians. Moffatt's translation actually inserts 'the Assyrian', where
as GNB refers to 'the invader'. If an actual historical advance is being 
described, as the amount of circumstantial detail would certainly 
support, then the strongest case can be made, with Wildberger, to 
refer the picture to an advance by Sargon's army at the time of the 
Ashdodite rebellion in 713-7II. To what extent that advance did in
clude a direct threat against Jerusalem is not clear. For a hypothesis 
regarding such a development, cf. A. K. Jenkins, VT 26 (1976), pp. 
284-98. The more widely adopted view has been to relate the advance 
to the threat to Jerusalem in the year 701. There can be no strong case 
for following Donner in relating the vision of the advance to the 
Syro-Ephraimite crisis (735-733 BC). 

Since the details of the route would best fit the situation of713-711, 
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we may conclude that either this was the time of the original 
prophecy, or possibly that the prophet himself or his redactor has 
applied the knowledge of what happened in 71 I BC to the later 
Assyrian threat of a march on Jerusalem in 701. Ch. 20 points to a 
further linking of the two rebellions, with the implication that the 
failure of the rising against Sargon provided an overwhelming case 
against further rebellion against Sennacherib. The visionary account 
is intended to serve as a threat, and is designed to warn that the 
counteraction by the Assyrian king for rebellion against him (by join
ing forces with Ashdod) would be swift, sharp and disastrous. It in no 
way implies a happy outcome, as vv. 33-34 now give to it. 

27. He has gone up from Rimm.on: Cf. the RSV margin for the 
reading of the MT, which has no doubt suffered through assimilation 
to the first part ofv. 27. The RSV translation is based on a conjecture, 
and it is questionable whether the reference to Rimmon (Duhm, 
Marti, Gray) is correct. 0. Kaiser, G. Fohrer and D. Christensen 
would read 'Samaria', and other suggestions ('the North'; 'Bethel'?) 
have been proposed. Probably 'Samaria' gives the most satisfactory 
route. The attacker (He) is not identified, but there is no reason to 
doubt that the implication from the context that it is the Assyrian 
army is correct. At least it seems evident that the redactor of the 
chapter intended this reference to be understood. 

28. he has come to Aiath: The town must be identified with the Ai 
of Jos. 7 :2ff. Migron (probably modern Makrun) lay north of Mich
mash, where Jonathan achieved a notable victory over the Philistines 
(I Sam. 14 :2ff.). he stores his baggage is better understood as 'he 
examines his weapons' (cf. Donner, pp. 3of.;Gen. 27 :3;Jg. 18 :II, 16, 
for this use ofHeb. k'li, 'weapon'). The picture is intentionally that of 
preparing for battle. 

29. they have crossed over the pass: Read the singular 'he 
has .. .', with 1Qlsa. The picture given is of an advance through 
Benjaminite territory, which had been made famous as the home of 
Saul. at Geba they lodge for the night: Read 'At Geba he pitches camp 
for the night' (Heb. malon lo). Geba was barely six miles from Jerus
alem and for an attacking force to pitch camp there would indicate 
complete mastery of the tactical situation, together with confidence 
that the defenders in Jerusalem were demoralised and powerless. 
Ramah and Gibeah were fortified towns on the route which led from 
Bethel to Jerusalem. 

30. Cry aloud, 0 daughter of Gallim: The towns that lay in the 
immediate vicinity of Jerusalem are portrayed as panic stricken and 
helpless, with no hope of offering any effective resistance to the 
advancing foe. Only Jerusalem, which was marked out as the main 
target for attack, could have hoped to offer any semblance of defence 
and opposition to the unchecked advance. It seems beyond question 
that the manner in which the attack has been described is intended to 
show that it will be completely successful, although this should not 
necessarily be taken to imply that such an attack was actually mounted 
in this fashion. The prophet must be allowed a certain visionary 
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license, since it was a part of his purpose to show the inevitable 
suffering that such an attack would bring. A comparable picture of 
siege forces moving against Jerusalem is to be found in 29: 1-4, 
where the attacker is identified as Yahweh himself (cf. 'I will 
encamp ... ', 29: 3). 

31. Madmenah is in flight: Already the inhabitants of the towns 
close to Jerusalem are pictured as having abandoned all hope of resist
ance and as having fled. 

32. This very day he will halt at Nob: For the location, cf. 1 Sam. 
21 : I. The site is not certainly identified, but has been linked with 
that of the present day Mount Scopus, only two miles from Jerusalem. 
he will shake his fist at the mount of the daughter of Zion: The 
threatening posture of the attacker is clear, but it is noteworthy that it 
does not proceed into a description of ensuing siege or battle. If the 
connection with the period 713-711 is correct, then, as Wildberger 
conjectures, the advance against Jerusalem was sufficient to dissuade 
Hezekiah from taking any action to support the rebels of Ashdod. On 
the other hand, if the prophet intended to portray the situation 
leading up to the siege of 701 by a visionary anticipation of how it 
would be, then this too did not lead to an ultimate siege and conquest 
of Jerusalem. Instead, Hezekiah surrendered before the city suffered 
serious damage. In understanding the prophet's description of the 
attack in relation to either action, it is perfectly reasonable to under
stand the threat as having concluded at this point. There is no need, 
consequently (as Procksch, Fohrer, Donner, pp. 3off.). to link vv. 
33-34 with the original Isaianic prophecy. 

THE CUTTING DOWN OF THE FOREST 

10:33-34 

These two verses have occasioned a good deal of discussion, and have 
been interpreted in two quite sharply contrasting ways. J. G. Herder 
was among the earliest to connect them with the prophecy that 
follows in II : 1-5(9), and this has most recently been followed by 0. 
Kaiser. The picture is that of the cutting down of a forest, but it is not 
made clear to what this image of the forest and of 'Lebanon' (v. 34) 
refers. In Kaiser's view it is a picture of the sufferings of Israel which 
have been described in order to provide a background to that of the age 
of salvation which was to begin with the coming of 'a shoot from the 
stump of Jesse' (II: 1). Both Auvray, pp. 138ff., and Wildberger, I, pp. 
427ff., take the verses as Isaianic and expressive of a threat against 
Judah and Jerusalem, possibly in the time of the Ashdodite rebellion 
(so Wildberger), although Auvray links the verses with the ravaging 
of the countryside in 701. F. Huber, pp. 32f., suggests tentatively that 
it is a threat against the Assyrian forces attacking Judah, but regards 
such an interpretation as so uncertain as to provide no conclusive 
evidence that Isaiah voiced such a message. 

The context is not entirely a decisive guide, but the generally close 
similarity to other passages affirming that Yahweh would act with 
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terrifying power against the Assyrians (cf. 29: 5-8; 31 : 8) suggests 
that the Assyrians are intended as the enemy here (the 'invader' of v. 
27b). In this case the most convincing explanation for vv. 33-34 is that 
they are a further part of the J osianic Redaction of Isaiah's prophecies, 
made in development of the prophet's threat against Assyria (10: 5-
15). The imagery of the forest and of Lebanon are a further extension 
of the metaphor of the 'forest' from 10: 18, and of the idea that Assyria 
is Yahweh's 'rod' (10: 5). We may therefore see here a further part of 
the Josianic Redactor's elaboration of Isaiah's themes and imagery. 
The time would come when the Assyrians would be cut down. Cf. 
further, on 14: 24-27; 17: 12-14. 

33. Behold, the Lord, the LoRD of hosts will lop the boughs. For 
the divine title, cf. above on 10 : 16, 20, 23. The metaphor of the 
boughs of trees clearly presupposes the 'forest' image used of Assyria 
in v. 18, which has itself been developed out of the combination of the 
images of 5 :6; 9: 13; 10: 5. Instead of with terrifying power (Heb. 
b•ma'ara~iih) we should possibly emend, with Targum, to 'with an axe' 
(Heb. b•ma'a~iidiih). 

34. He will cut down the thickets of the forest: For the sake of 
emphasis the imagery of the cutting down of the forest is given a very 
full, and repetitious, development. The word with an axe (literally 
'iron') is not the same as that employed in the emendation of v. 33. 
and Lebanon with its majestic trees: The imagery of the most 
majestic of forests has been occasioned by 'the glory of his forest' in v. 
18. Cf. RSV margin, although we can better understand an ellipse: 
'and Lebanon in (all its) majesty .. .'. 

THE SHOOT FROM THE STUMP OF JESSE 

II: 1-9 

The theme of the prophecy which now follows upon the threat of the 
destruction of Assyria in 10: 33-34 is that of hope centred upon the 
coming of a new Davidic king who will restore the fortunes of the 
house of David. A large number of modern critical commentators 
have regarded the prophecy as authentic to Isaiah and as a genuine 
expression of the hope which he cherished and encouraged in con
nection with the Davidic monarchy (so Duhm, Gressmann, Der 
Messias, p. 247, Procksch, Eichrodt, Kaiser, Seybold, pp. 92ff., S. 
Herrmann, pp. 137ff., H. Wildberger). The picture is understood to 
be that of the future ideal ruler of the Davidic house who will come, 
bringing salvation and an end to the faithless politics of such kings as 
Ahaz (and Hezekiah?). A close comparison can be made with Mic. 
5 :2-4. Yet this conclusion regarding an Isaianic origin for the 
prophecy must be seriously questioned, both on the grounds of 
content and also those concerning its redactional placing at this point. 
In content the prophecy clearly presupposes that the Davidic dynasty 
had been severely judged and reduced to a mere 'stump' (II : 1). The 
most natural understanding of this is that it presupposes a time when 
the Davidic dynasty had been deposed from the throne of Judah 
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altogether (587 onwards), and that it is a promise of its restoration. As 
regards its position, it has evidently been set to show how the 
promise given by Isaiah to Hezekiah at the time of his accession 
(9: 2-7) will ultimately be realised. It is therefore a redactional 
addition from the post-exilic age, which has endeavoured to elicit 
from the prophecies of Isaiah a further word of assurance about the 
future and in particular about the restoration of the Davidic 
monarchy. It develops into a more extended future expectation the 
hopes surrounding the Davidic monarchy which are to be found in 
the accession oracle of 9 :2-7, and thus belongs along with Jer. 
33: 19-26; Ezek. 37 :24-28. Such redactional developments in the 
great prophetic collections extended the hopes which had originally 
been attached to the Davidic monarchy as an institution into a more 
remote, and ultimately eschatological, direction. 

The unity of the prophecy has been seriously questioned by a 
number of scholars, since vv. 1-5 alone deal with the question of the 
future king, and vv. 6-9 with the return to the conditions of paradise 
which will be enjoyed in the idyllic future age. More than most other 
comparable passages it seems to presuppose a mythological tradition 
concerning a paradisal 'Golden Age' which had once been enjoyed by 
mankind and which was expected to return at the time of the close of 
the present age. Cf. H. Gressmann, Der Messias, pp. 246ff. We can
not, therefore, rule out the possibility that we are faced here with two 
separate promises concerning the conditions of the future, the first (vv. 
1-5) concerned with the future of Israel and the peace and righteous
ness it will enjoy through its divinely given ruler. The second promise 
then extended this more broadly to involve all mankind in a new age of 
peace and happiness. Yet, with Wildberger, we must recognise the 
possibility that the two passages are two parts of what was intended to 
be one comprehensive picture of the new age. Against Wildberger, 
however, who ascribes the whole prophecy to Isaiah, we must see it 
rather as a later, post-exilic, expression of hope. Probably it belongs 
to the late 6th, or early 5th, centuries BC. 

II: 1. There shall come forth a shoot: The portrayal of Jesse, the 
father of David (I Sam. 16: I), as a stump presupposes the hard times 
which had befallen the Davidic dynasty. Although this might, with 
some plausibility, be referred to the major territorial losses during 
Isaiah's lifetime by Israel and Judah, which had at one time together 
formed the Davidic kingdom, it is more probable that the taking of the 
throne from the Davidic family in 587 is meant. The purpose of re
ferring to the dynastic ancestor is scarcely likely to have intended that 
a 'new David' would arise, still less a 'David redivivus'. Rather the 
power and blessing of the ancestor would manifest itself afresh 
through a new descendant who would recover the throne of Israel. 
and a branch shall grow out of his roots: This is preferable to 'and a 
branch shall become fruitful' (reading Heh. yipral, instead ofyipreh). 

2. And the Spirit of the LoRD: The new king would be endowed 
in full measure with all the charismata appropriate to his office, in 
politics, the conduct of war and the administration of justice. For the 
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latter, cf. especially I Kg. 3: 16-28. The belief that the king was en
dowed with special gifts, similar in kind but richer in quality, than 
those enjoyed by other notable people was a prominent feature of 
Israelite and other ancient Near Eastern views of kingship. See T. N. 
D. Mettinger, King and Messiah, pp. 233ff. There is no justification, 
therefore, for regarding such a notion as a distinctively post-exilic 
development, even though the stigma of failure that attached to the 
monarchy in the period of its holding office may have strengthened 
such an emphasis. There is in consequence a rather 'idealised' 
character vested in the future king which is described here, even 
though the ideals concerning his character have been drawn from 
ancient royal traditions. the spirit of counsel and might: For counsel 
(Heb. •etiih), see especially P. A. H. de Boer, H. H. Rowley F estschrift 
(SVT III), Leiden, 155, pp. 42-71. It refers particularly to skill in 
political diplomacy so that might must point to strength and firmness 
in negotiation, rather than physical virility. the spirit of knowledge 
indicates 'insight, discernment'; and the fear of the LORD points to 
reverent humility, i.e. taking God's purposes into account (contrast 
Isa. 29: 13; 30: I), and a concern to maintain the due order ofreligious 
cultic life. 

3. And his delight shall be in the fear of the LORD: The clause 
should be omitted as a variant reading of the last part ofv. 2 which has 
come into the text. It is omitted by NEB accordingly (see NEE margin). 
He shall not judge by what his eyes see: The ability to discern the 
inner motives and reasonings of people, and especially to detect when a 
person was lying was a supreme asset for the administration of justice. 
Cf. Prov. 16: 10. It becomes very evident in examining the ancient 
Israelite legal system that particular difficulty was encountered in 
combating perjury and the risk of deliberately malicious accusations. 
Cf. Exod. 20: 7, 16; Ps. 15: 2-3. 

4. and decide with equity for the meek of the earth: It is better to 
emend to 'for the oppressed ones (Heh. ,ani,Y.Ye) of the earth', since the 
point is that the true king will right the genuine grievances which 
people have, and not that he will favour those who are unable, or 
unwilling, to defend themselves. The royal virtue was that the king 
sought justice, without favour for either the rich or the poor (cf. 
Exod. 23 : 3). and he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth 
must clearly be wrong, since earth is irrelevant and out of place in the 
context of jurisprudence. We should emend to 'he shall smite the 
violent' (reading 'iiri~ instead of 'eref). The phrase he shall slay the 
wicked presents a rather stern conception of justice, but the hyper
bolic emphasis is designed to show that the true king will not hesitate 
to inflict the most severe penalties when this is necessary. 

5. Righteousness shall be the girdle: Heb. reads the definite 
article with faithfulness, but not with righteousness. We should, 
with Wildberger, delete it with the former, although BHS prefers to 
achieve conformity by adding it to the latter. The repetition of girdle 
is inelegant, and we should, with BHS, change the first one to 'belt' 
(Heh. 'esur instead of 'ezor). The use of the metaphors of royal vest-
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ments is not drawn from any special symbolism attached to them, but 
is designed to show that the entire royal office will be directed to
wards the maintenance of justice and good order. 

6. The wolf shall dwell with the lamb: The verse begins a new 
section which describes the paradisal conditions which will pertain in 
the natural order, and which accompany the just social order de
scribed in vv. 3-5. It is possible that vv. 6-9 represent a further 
addition to the presentation of the age of the 'messianic' ruler, but 
more probably the two pictures have been intended in their origin to 
complement each other. The person of the king in the ancient Near 
East was, as v. 2 affirms, more than an official functionary. Through 
him the divine power and blessing were made available to his people 
and affected the entire order of life. Cf. H. Gressmann, Der Messias, 
pp. 247f., who describes the conception of the Messiah as that of a 
'demi-god'. It is appropriate, therefore, that the king who shared 
many aspects of an ideal nature and existence (cf. Ps. 45: 2), should 
introduce a new peaceful world order. Wild animals would become 
tame and harmless, so that they would live tranquilly with domesti
cated creatures. The imagery is very possibly traditional, deriving 
from a mythological picture of the primal age of the world. and a little 
child shall lead them: The reference is to any child who will be able 
to lead animals in this fashion, and not to a special royal child. 

7. The cow and the bear shall feed: Read 'shall become friends' 
(Heh. til_rii,'eynah instead of tir'eynah ). The removal ofall violence from 
the animal order will be a mark of the extent to which peace will reign 
throughout all creation. 

8. and the weaned child shall put his hand: With this image, 
together with that of 'the little child' in v. 6, the author's anthro
pocentricity becomes evident. By the cessation of all violence in the 
natural order man himself, and even the weakest and most vulnerable 
of his species will have nothing to fear. The word describing the 
adder's den (Heb. m"ura1) is scarcely correct, and we should emend 
either to m''ara.1, 'cave', or m"ona.1, 'den, dwelling'. 

9. They shall not hurt or destroy: H. Barth, p. 6o, (cf. also Duhm, 
Marti, Gray) regards v. 9 as an addition to vv. 6-8 (which are them
selves taken to be independent of the preceding). Certainly the verse 
provides a summarising assessment of the pictures given in vv. 6-8, 
and are, for this reason, unnecessary. Yet in a poetic composition of 
this kind it is not at all surprising that a degree of repetition should 
intrude in order to achieve a heightened emphasis. The fact that the 
verse has connections with other parts of the Old Testament does not 
in itself prove that it is a secondary insertion. The first part of the 
verse echoes 65 : 25b, whilst the second half, which sounds like a 
liturgical refrain, occurs in Hab. 2: 14. The phrase in all my holy 
mountain must be a reference to the entire land of Israel, and not 
simply to Mount Zion. Cf. Exod. 15: 17. The language is traditional, 
so that an early narrow (and mythological?) connotation has appar
ently been extended to regard the whole world as the sacred 'mountain' 
ofGod. 
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THE PROMISE OF ISRAEL'S RESTORATION 

II: 10-16 

V. 10 is a later addition by a redactor of the post-exilic age who has 
introduced a new and different interpretation of 'the shoot of Jesse' 
from 11 : I. Since it also links this with the 'ensign', or 'flag' from 
II: 12, it clearly presupposes the presence ofvv. 11-16 and attempts to 
provide a transition from the one promise to the other. The list of 
countries in v. nb from which the remnant oflsrael will be recovered 
is also the result of a later editorial expansion, perhaps from as late as 
the third century. The primary basis of the promise is to be found, 
therefore, in vv. na, 12-16 and is concerned with the theme of the 
'remnant' of Israel, which is identified with the Jewish Diaspora. Cf. 
H. Wildberger in THAT, II, cols. 853f. The section presupposes, not 
only the original 'remnant' prophecy of 7: 3, but the later develop
ment of the Shear-jashub name in 10: 20-23. It also presupposes that 
the Diaspora of the post-exilic age had become sufficiently conscious 
of itself as a 'dispersion' for the hope of a restoration to the land of 
Israel to have become a central feature of eschatological hope. The 
section, therefore, must belong to the fourth century BC. That the 
return will take place at the giving of a signal from Yahweh himself 
presents a highly theological picture of the circumstances, aims and 
occasion of such a return. Already the interpretation of prophecy has 
come to border very closely upon apocalyptic with the idea of a re
markable divine intervention in the world by a special manifestation 
of Yahweh himself. 

10. In that day the root of Jesse shall stand: See above for the 
dependence of this verse upon 11 : 1 and v. 12. It represents an attempt 
to link the two promises together, but achieves this in a very clumsy 
fashion, as is shown by the confusing of the 'shoot' of Jesse (v. 1) with 
a 'root'. This root of Jesse is usually taken to stand for the (messianic) 
Davidic ruler (so Duhrn, Gray, etc.). However, H. Barth, p. 59, inter
prets it collectively in v. 10 as a figurative representation of the post
exilic community in Judah. This is a very attractive suggestion, since 
it provides a convincing example of the gradual fading of hope regard
ing the restoration of a Davidic monarch in the 6th-5th centuries BC 

(cf. Hag. 2 :23, and see P.R. Ackroyd, Exile and Restoration, London, 
1968, pp. 164ff.). shall stand as an ensign to the peoples: The idea of a 
flag, or ensign (Heh. nes) occurs in Isa. 30: 17 in an authentic Isaianic 
saying. From there it has been taken up in v. 12, in a figurative sense, 
to affirm that, when God gives the signal, all the scattered Jews of the 
Diaspora will return to their homeland. What form this 'signal' would 
take is not specified. The redactor who has added v. 10 has found the 
key to the nature of this signal in the root of Jesse. If this is taken in a 
collective sense it refers to the community in Judah who will have 
established a central basis in the land to which the other, Diaspora, 
Jews can then return. The absence ofa Davidic king is then no objec
tion to the hope of the ending of the age of dispersion and of the 
return of all scattered Jews to their homeland as promised in 45 :2off. 
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him shall the nations seek: as in the promises of 45: 14ff., 49: 22ff. 
and his dwellings shall be glorious: Literally 'and his resting-place 
(Heh. m'nu~ah) shall be a glory'. The 'resting-place' must be a refer
ence to the land oflsrael. 

II. In that day the Lord will extend his hand: The formula in that 
day is a very characteristic mark for a redactional addition and cannot 
be taken as more than a vaguely specified reference to the future age of 
salvation. The word translated a second time (Heb. senfl) is super
fluous and BHS rightly conjectures that a verb should be read here. 
Read 'will raise his hand' (cf. Arabic saniya, 'to be high'. Wildberger 
would read §"~yad,6, with similar meaning. to recover the remnant 
which is left of his people: The idea of the remnant goes back to the 
secondary passage 10: 20--23, which is itself built up from the name 
Shear-jashub of 7: 3. Here the post-exilic redactor has given it a 
positive 'saving' connotation as a reference to all Jews scattered 
among the nations of the world. from Assyria, from Egypt: Heb. 
reads 'from Assyria and from Egypt', which undoubtedly marked the 
original end of the geographical references. It is a later editor who has 
expanded thi'> by the addition of from Pathros, from Ethiopia: in 
order to accor.unodate other countries to which Jews were known or 
were believed to have gone. It is likely that such a gloss marks one of 
the latest additions to the entire book. 

12. He will raise an ensign: The image of the flag, or flagstaff 
(ensign), comes from 30: 17, where it is used as a simile for the 
isolation of the few survivors of Judah. Here it is given a positive 
significance as the basis for a word-picture of the raising of a flag as a 
sign to which people may rally. The reference to the outcasts oflsrael 
and the dispersed of Judah regards Israel and Judah as virtually 
synonymous and evidently makes no distinction between the two 
kingdoms or the circumstances by which their inhabitants were 
brought into exile. 

I3. The jealousy of Ephraim: The reference is to the hope that 
there will no longer be any bitterness between the two 'houses' (cf. 
8: 14) of Israel, as mentioned in 9 :21. Cf. Ezek. 37: 15-23. and those 
who harass Judah: The context shows that the adversaries (Heh. 
fOr're) of Judah are from Ephraim. P. Joiion, Biblica ro (1929), p. 195, 
proposes reading the participle as an abstract plural noun {ruri, 
'hostility', which improves the sense. The second half of the verse, 
Ephraim shall not be jealous, is regarded by Duhm, Cheyne, Fohrer, 
Wildberger as a secondary expansion, and this view must be upheld. 
It is a needless repetition. The 6th-5th century date proposed for vv. 
11-16 would accord very well with the sense of a continuing tension 
between Ephraim and Judah, with the new provincial government of 
Samaria coming into conflict with the community in Jerusalem. Such 
tension was undoubtedly a significant part of the background to the 
Samaritan conflict and schism. 

I4. But they shall swoop down: The shoulder of the Philistines 
refers to the coastal plain occupied by the Philistines. The expansion 
of the territory of Judah at the expense of the Philistines, Edomites, 
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Moabites and Ammonites reflects the experience in which these 
neighbouring peoples had greatly enlarged their own territories dur
ing the period of Judah's weakness after 587. Probably too the tradition 
regarding the extent of the old Davidic kingdom has exercised some 
influence and established a sense of a historic claim to regions which 
Judah had lost by the 5th century BC. The verb swoop down (Heh. 
we'apu, literally 'fly') is strange, but no convincing emendation has 
been found and the sense is tolerable as translated in RSV and NEB. 
Read 'Edom and Moab shall be their plunder' (Heb. misloalJyafi.am). 

15. And the LORD will utterly destroy: The Heh. verb (w'helJ'rim) 
is literally 'put to the ban', but it is preferable to emend to w'helJ'ri!z., 
'will dry up' (so Wildberger). Cf. LXX. G. R. Driver,JTS 32 (1931), p. 
251, would retain the MT but understand it as 'will cut off', cf. Akk. 
b_aramu, 'to cut through'. with his scorching wind (Heh. ba 'yam 
ru.}µ5) is difficult, and has received no entirely satisfactory emendation. 
BHS suggests b''ofem, 'with the strength of his wind'. Targ. took as 
'through the word of his prophets', but is clearly interpreting. The 
picture of Yahweh's action against the Sinai peninsula for the sake of 
his people is evidently heavily indebted to the tradition of the exodus 
from Egypt. However, the heavy (and clumsy) pictorial imagery shows 
the progressive departure from historical realism that marked the 
post-exilic eschatology. 

16. And there will be a highway from Assyria: The image is 
drawn from Isa. 40 :3-5; 42: 14-17, suggesting, although not alto
gether necessitating, that chs. 4off. had been added to the Isaianic 
collection by the time that the present prophecy was introduced (cf. 
Introduction, p. 8). Instead of from the land of Egypt, Wildberger 
would read simply 'from Egypt' (Heh. mimmifrayim instead of 
mi'eref mi~ayim). It is clear that vv. 15-16 are concerned only with 
the return of scattered Jews from Egypt and Assyria, confirming that it 
is these two regions alone that were originally mentioned in v. 11. 

It is attractive to link the inclusion of 11: 1-16 with the process of 
redaction which formed chs. 1-12 into a self-contained section of the 
book of Isaiah (cf. Introduction, p. 3). If so, this would suggest 
that such a dividing up of the material took place in the 5th century 
BCE, which is the most likely date for these verses. Whether eh. 12 
was added at the same time, or later, would not then significantly 
affect the issue. What is clear is that chs. 1-12 did not originally form 
a separate 'book' oflsaiah's prophecies, which must rather be found in 
2-32*, but has been established as a separate unit within the larger 
collection at a relatively late stage in the redaction. This must have 
been related to the formation of a separate collection of 'foreign 
nation' prophecies in 13-23. 

THE SONG OF THE REDEEMED 

12:1-6 

These verses are a prophecy only in a rather extended sense, and form a 
Song of Thanksgiving which has its closest counterparts in Psalmody. 
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The reference in v. 1, You will say in that day, gives to it an escha
tological application, which thereby links it to the preceding and to the 
time of the return of Jews from the diaspora. The form is not consist
ently maintained, since v. 1 indicates that of an Individual Song of 
Thanksgiving (cf. S. Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel's Worship, 
Oxford, 1962, I, pp. 91ff.; F. Criisernann, Studien zur Formgeschichte 
van Hymnus und Danklied in Israel (WMANT 32), Neukirchen, 1969, 
pp. 227ff.), whereas v. 3 already introduces a second person plural form 
of address. V. 4 then appears as a new beginning (And you will say in 
that day). The vocabulary shows many links with the language of the 
Psalter, so that we may conclude that the author has assembled together 
a number of psalm themes and images in order to compose a Song of 
Thanksgiving appropriate to the situation which he envisages. The 
composition is not a true psalm, therefore, but a specific redactional 
piece composed as a conclusion to the overall message of judgment 
followed by hope which is to be found in chs. 1-11 of the book. If it is to 
be called an 'eschatological Song of Thanksgiving' then clearly this did 
not form a special genre of psalm compositions, but is rather to be seen 
as an adaptation of psalmic language and idioms to fulfil a particular 
literary redactional purpose. There ~n be no question of its origin 
from Isaiah, nor is there any special link with cult-prophecy. Rather, 
the origin of the verses lies within the editorial history of the book of 
Isaiah and the attempt to establish an appropriate division of the book 
betweenchs. II and 13, with its series of'foreign nation' oracles. It may 
be that this section was added at the same time as II: 11-16, or some 
time after it. In any case it presupposes the strong message of hope 
which those verses contain and which it interprets as a kind of end 
point to the period of history covered by chs. 1-11. 

12: 1. You will say in that day: F. Criisemann, op. cit., pp. 5of., 
sees in this an instruction to a herald (Heroldinstruktion) formula. It 
is employed here to relate the joyous thankfulness expressed in the 
Song to the time of the return from the diaspora expressed in the 
preceding verses. I will give thanks to thee: The formula is common
place in individual Songs of Thanksgiving, but here presupposes that 
a time of judgment has been inflicted, but is now passed. There is, 
therefore, a similarity, but no more, with the 'doxology ofjudgment', 
through which a convicted person was urged to affirm the justice of 
the sentence passed on him. Cf. Jos. 7: 19 and G. von Rad, 0. T. 
Theology, I, p. 358. 
thy anger turned away: The Heb. MT reads the jussive, 'may thy 
anger', both here and in the following verb. However, we should 
emend to read the impf. consecutive in both instances. The author 
looks forward to a time when the judgment will have passed, even 
though he accepts that this is not yet true. 

2. Behold, God is my salvation: 1Qlsa introduces the preposition 
'el, 'Behold, in the God of my salvation I trust, and I ... '. for the 
LORD Goo is my strength and my song: The language is echoed in 
Exod. 15 :2 and Ps. 118: 14, and song requires the addition of the 
suffix, with two Heb. MSS. However, instead of song it is better to 



129 ISAIAH 12 : 3-6 

read the noun as 'energy, vitality' (cf. Arabic 4.amara. 'to drive on'). 
See K-B under zmr, III, and G. R. Driver, JTS ns. 2 (1951), p. 25, 
who notes that the title LORD (Heb. yhwh) must be deleted as otiose 
afteryah. 

3. With joy you will draw water: The imagery is designed to stress 
the limitless possibilities which Israel will enjoy when the time of 
its salvation has arrived. 

4. And you will say in that day: It is possible that vv. 4-6 have 
been added later than 1-3, as the new beginning would suggest. More 
probably, however, the formula has been introduced in order to 
accommodate the renewed summons to thanksgiving after the 
affirmation of v. 3. The language then follows closely that of Ps. 
105 : l. proclaim that his name is exalted: The language and ideas 
follow closely those of Ps. 148: 13. The name of God in such a context 
is clearly simply a surrogate for God himself. 

5. Sing praises to the LORD: Those who have experienced the 
greatness of God's salvation are pictured as summoning all their 
fellow Israelites to give the maximum of praise to him. let this be 
known in all the earth: Better, we should read the Q're' text 'this is 
known . . . '. LXX reads 'proclaim this ... ' 

6. Shout, and sing for joy, 0 inhabitant of Zion: The address 
collectively to the inhabitants of Jerusalem (Zion) reflects the unique 
political and religious significance of this city in the post-exilic 
period. Undoubtedly the historical fortunes of Jerusalem, and the 
unique religious traditions with which it had become associated have 
been reflected very prominently in the formation and development of 
the book of Isaiah. Cf. 62: l-I2. for great in your midst is the Holy 
One of Israel: The divine title reflects a continuing theme in the 
growth of the Isaianic literature. Cf. 1 :4, 24; 5 :24, etc. The emphasis 
here upon the presence of God in the midst of his people marks a goal 
of the post-exilic Jewish hope. Cf. Ezek. 48: 35; Jer. 3: 17, etc. 

Prophecies against Foreign Nations: chapters 13-23 

There now begins a collection of prophecies addressed to foreign 
nations and peoples which are predominantly threatening in their 
tone. Interspersed within this we find prophecies concerning Judah 
and Jerusalem in 22: 1-14 and a unique series of prophecies concern
ing a high official in 22: 15-25. Evidence of an earlier redactional 
structure is to be seen in the presence of 14: 24-27, which once 
formed the conclusion of the 'Assyrian' redactional unit which 
commenced in 5: 1ff. (See above, Introduction, pp. 3f). There is no 
complete uniformity in this collection of prophecies, therefore, and 
G. Fohrer's attempt (Introduction to the Old Testament, pp. 367f.; 
Jesaja, I, pp. 177ff.) to trace a weaving together of two separate collec
tions-an Isaianic collection dealing with Assyria (14 :24-27), 
Philistia (14: 28-32), Damascus and Ephraim (17: 1-6), Egypt (18: 20) 
and Jerusalem (22: 1-14, 15-19), and an anonymous collection of 
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prophecies introduced by the title oracle (Heb. maiia')-presupposes 
a more systematic structure than is properly to be found. Certainly 
14 : 24-27 is a redactor's conclusion, and is not from Isaiah himself. 
Nevertheless we may discern an original and authentic Isaianic 
nucleus of prophecies in 14 :28-32, against Philistia; 17: 1-6 against 
Damascus; 18: 1-7, against Ethiopia (Cush); and 20: 1-6, against 
Ethiopia and Egypt. The Judean prophecies of eh. 22 must have 
formed part of a separate series, and the prophecies against Babylon in 
13: 1-14 :23 have also evidently been formed into a distinct unit. It is 
nevertheless possible that authentic sayings from Isaiah are to be 
found between 13: 1-14: 23, but, if so, they have been much de
veloped at the hands of redactors. All the signs are therefore that the 
special character of the prophecies of chs. 13-23 marks an attempt to 
bring together a special sequence of 'foreign nation' prophecies on 
the part of the later editors of the book. Traces of earlier editorial 
units are still to be seen within this, firmly establishing a link with 
prophecies that are to be found in chs. 1-12. It is certain, therefore, 
that there was never an entirely independent collection of lsaianic 
'foreign nation' prophecies. 

Comparable collections of prophetic sayings against foreign nations 
are to be found in Jer. 46-51 and Ezek. 25-32. Furthermore, the series 
of threats in Am. 1 : 3-2 : 6, as well as the book of Nahum, which 
proclaims the downfall of Nineveh, and Obadiah, which proclaims a 
threat against Edam, contain closely related material. We can discern, 
therefore, a clear category of prophecy concerning foreign (non
Israelite) nations and cities. There is no doubt, therefore, that the 
office of prophet to which Isaiah was called made him a spokesman to 
the nations, and that such a wide commission already had a long 
tradition behind it in the history of Israelite prophecy. We may also 
compare the role of the Moabite seer Balaam, who was called upon to 
prophesy on behalf of Moab against Israel (Num. 22-24). For the 
discussion regarding the traditions and assumptions implicit in such 
prophecy, see my Prophecy and Tradition, pp. 58-72. A number of 
features emerge with regard to them which have resulted in their 
becoming amongst the most obscure and difficult passages of the 
entire prophetic corpus of the Old Testament to understand. We may 
note the following major points: 

(1). The word of God through the prophet was regarded as a power
ful and effective weapon, so that it was not necessary for those 
primarily threatened by it to be physically present as hearers when it 
was uttered. There is, therefore, a certain kinship with magical 
practices in which symbolic acts and gestures of destruction were 
enacted against real and potential enemies. Cf. G. Fohrer, 'Prophetic 
und Magie', pp. 257ff. Widespread use has been made of the com
parison with certain Egyptian 'execration texts', in which the name of 
an enemy was mentioned, accompanied by the symbolic smashing of a 
pot. Cf. especially A. Bentzen, 'The Ritual Background of Amos i.2-
ii. 16', Oudtestamentische Studien VIII, Leiden, 1950, pp. 85-99. 

(2). It is not necessary to assume that Israel was at war with the 
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nation, or people, concerned in the prophecy at the time that it was 
uttered. There is no reason for assuming, therefore, that such 
prophecies were uttered only in time of war or holy war. Cf. J. H. 
Hayes, JBL 87 (I968), pp. 81-92. Nevertheless, the connection of 
such prophecies with situations arising in war, or related to it, is 
clear. It is reasonable, therefore, to discern a special form of 'war
oracle'. Cf. D. L. Christensen, Transformations of the War Oracle in 
Old Testament Prophecy. Studies in the Oracles Against the Nations 
(Harvard Dissertations in Religion 3), Missoula, 1975. In some in
stances, therefore, we may conclude that such threats were a round
about way of bringing assurance to Israel by uttering threats against 
its enemies. 

(3). In several instances, as we can see especially in the prophecy 
against Ethiopia (Cush) in 18: 1-7 and Ethiopia and Egypt in 20: 1-6 
(cf. also against those who trusted in Egypt in 30: 1-5; 31 : 1-3), the 
foreign power that is mentioned as threatened can be seen to have 
been considered a potential ally of Judah, whose help was thereby 
affirmed to be vain and useless. In such instances a clear relevance of 
the message to the prophet's hearers is evident. However, prominent 
as this motive is in several of the prophecies of Isaiah, it cannot always 
be assumed to have been the case that such reliance on an ally is 
necessarily presupposed. 

(4). Because Judah found itself constantly involved politically with 
its neighbours, such collections of foreign nation prophecies appear 
to have been subjected to a considerable process of expansion and 
addition. As a result the nucleus of Isaianic prophecies here has been 
greatly augmented by others to form a quite comprehensive range of 
expression concerning God's plan for the nations which were 
politically influential upon Israel as enemies, or potential enemies, or 
allies. 

(5). Such prophecies, once given, appear in some instances to have 
been reapplied when later circumstances occasioned the need and 
opportunity for doing so. It is often difficult, to the point of becoming 
impossible, therefore, for us to identify the original setting and date 
for many such prophecies. In one instance, that of Isa. 14 :4b-21, a 
number of scholars have discerned an original Isaianic prophecy 
ironically lamenting the death of a world ruler, which has sub
sequently been applied to the death of a king of Babylon, most 
probably Nebuchadnezzar (see below, in loc.). 

From all of these considerations we must rule out the attempt of S. 
Erlandsson, The Burden of Babylon, Lund, 1970, to claim almost the 
entire collection of prophecies against foreign nations in Isa. 13-23 as 
authentic to the prophet whose name they now bear. Rather, as we 
have already noted, there is a central core of Isaianic material which 
has subsequently been much enlarged. Whether any of this additional 
material does itself originally stem from Isaiah must be considered in 
connection with the separate units. In some respects the question of 
authorship cannot be allowed to become an overriding pursuit since 
the available evidence within the smaller units is necessarily limited. 



ISAIAH 13: I 
PROPHECIES CONCERNING BABYLON 

1:3:1-22 

A further superscription has been inserted in 13: I to identify Isaiah as 
the author of the prophecies concerning Babylon which follow in 
13: 2-14 :23. This superscription must be seen as the work of an 
editor, very probably the same one who has been responsible for 
placing the Babylonian prophecies at this juncture. He has thereby 
marked off the prophecies which follow from those that have 
preceded, even though this has resulted in a certain breaking-up of 
the connections which are still discernible (especially between 14: 24-
27 and 10: 33-34). There then follows in vv. 2-22 of eh. 13 a series of 
prophetic utterances directed toward Babylon. The first two of these, 
in vv. 2-3 and 4-5 respectively, have a positive and affirmative sense, 
seeing in Babylon a divinely given destiny to conquer and to achieve 
greatness. Then in the next two such prophecies, in vv. 6-8 and 9-16, 
the theme of the Day of the LORD is taken up, with the very clear 
implication that it is the armies of Babylon which will bring such a 
day of divine punishment upon Judah and Jerusalem. Unquestionably 
the threat to, and destruction of, Jerusalem in 587 forms the back
ground of these latter two prophecies, and the theme of the earlier 
prophecies that Babylon's power has been conferred by Yahweh is 
carried into a new situation of direct relevance to Judah. The fifth 
such prophecy in vv. 17-22 then foretells the destruction of Babylon, 
and so is closely comparable to such threats as are to be found in Isa. 
46: 1-4 and 47: r-15. Since Babylon had apparently not yet fallen 
when this prophecy was given, we may presuppose a date for it c.540 
BC. This prophecy carries yet further, therefore, the history of Judah's 
encounter with Babylon, but this has now led to an explicit threat 
against Babylon itself. 

Most commentators have reckoned that none of the material comes 
from Isaiah himself, or from the eighth-<:entury situation which his 
ministry presupposed. However, this has largely been based on the 
assumption that vv. 2-22 form a single connected prophecy. Such a 
view must now be rejected, and we should see rather in this section a 
series of no less than five prophecies concerning Judah's relation
ships with Babylon. In this case it is possible that the first of them 
relates to the period of the rise of Babylonian power in the late eighth 
century, when a new era of greatness could be foreseen for this. At 
this time Babylon may well have appeared as a potential ally of Judah. 
It is not impossible, therefore, although by no means a necessary 
corollary of this, that the first such prophecy is from Isaiah. 

13: I. The oracle concerning Babylon: The word oracle (Heb. 
massa') otherwise means 'load, burden', hence AV's 'burden'. It 
derives from the 'lifting up' of the voice (Heb. nasa'). The ascription 
to Isaiah the son of Amoz must derive from a relatively late editor. 
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THE FIRST PROPHECY: THE CONSECRATED ONES 

I3:2-3 

2. On a bare hill raise a signal: The situation presupposed can 
only be guessed at. Since the armies-the nobles-of Babylon are 
designated as Yahweh's consecrated ones in v. 3 that conquest must 
be viewed as a part of his plan. But what plan is meant and who are the 
enemy? If we assume this latter to be Assyria, then we should think of 
the Babylonian revolt against Assyria led by Merodach-baladan in the 
years 722-720. A further revolt took place after Sargon's death in the 
years 705-702. Cf. S. Erlandsson, pp. 89f. Either of these actions may 
have given rise to the hope that a measure of divine retribution was to 
be exacted of Assyria. The phrase the gates of the nobles in v. 2 is 
difficult and NEB renders 'draw your swords, you nobles'. This is 
based on LXX and yields a better sense, reading 'gates' (Heb. pi.J.'Jfe) as a 
verbal imperative 'open, unsheathe' (Heb. pi.J.'/fu). The nobles must 
then be the Babylonian soldiers who are about to achieve a victory 
which will further Yahweh's purpose. 

3. I myself have commanded: The Heh. text is disturbed. We 
should transpose to read: 'I have given command to my consecrated 
ones to execute my wrath; I have summoned my warriors-my proud 
and exultant ones.' 

Who the enemy is, is not stated, although the designation of the 
Babylonian soldiers as consecrated ones makes it clear that they have 
been commissioned by Yahweh to fulfil his purpose. It is possible 
that both vv. 2-3 and 4-5 now represent only fragments of longer 
prophecies in which the historical context was originally made clear. 
As it now is, the redactor has linked these prophetic sayings with 
Yahweh's judgment ofJudah by the hand of the Babylonians. 

THE SECOND PROPHECY: DESTINED TO CONQUER 

I3:4-5 
Like the first, the second prophecy regarding the divine role accorded 
to Babylon, assumes that it is Yahweh's will which is guiding and 
controlling the armies of Babylon. Whereas in the first prophecy it is a 
single act of conquest that is envisaged, here it is now a much larger 
purpose which can be summed up as to destroy the whole earth (v. 5). 
It would appear to be most likely, therefore, that we are no longer 
concerned with the relatively isolated victory of Babylon against 
Assyria in the eighth century, but with the long march of Babylonian 
victories which began towards the end of the seventh. The rise of the 
neo-Babylonian empire in the last quarter of the seventh century 
marked both the eclipse of Assyrian power and its replacement by a 
new world-ruler. The purpose of the prophecy, therefore, appears to 
be to herald the Babylonian power as the new world-ruler which was 
destined to replace that of Assyria. Although the language has 
affinities with that of the much later apocalyptic eschatology, it is not 
in such terms that it is to be understood. As it is now placed it marks a 
necessary 'bridge' between the acclaim given to the Babylonian 
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achievements of the eighth century (vv. 2-3) and their role as the 
bearers ofYahweh's judgment upon Judah and Jerusalem in the sixth 
(vv. 6-8). 

4. Hark, a tumult on the mountains: The opening appeal to listen 
(Heb. literally 'a voice!') reappears again in 40: 3. The tumult referred 
to is that of the assembling together of a great army ready for a 
campaign, or even for a specific battle. The references to kingdoms 
and nations should not be taken as an indication that the prophet was 
envisaging a world-wide eschatological battle between the nations of 
the world. Rather, the terms reflect the different ethnic elements 
which made up the armies of the ancient imperial powers, and the 
large scale of the conquests which Babylon achieved. Then the threat 
that they pose to destroy the whole earth can be seen as in line with 
this. Those who, in vv. 2-3, have been greeted as dedicated instru
ments of Yahweh's purpose are here seen to pose a threat to the 
nations of the world by their lust for power. For the idea that the 
whole earth was divinely destined to be subdued by Babylon, cf. Jer. 
27 :6-7. 

5. They come from a distant land: As in the case of Assyria, 
Babylon appeared remote from Judah, and many of the ethnic groups 
that were conscripted into its army seemed to originate at the very end 
of the world. The reference to the LoRO and the weapons of his 
indignation follows out the theme that the Babylonians were ful
filling Yahweh's purpose, which is now understood in a negative and 
threatening sense. The translation destroy (Heb. l;abbel) is probably 
rather strong for a verb meaning fundamentally 'to bind, twist' (BDB 
}y;!, I; a second stem, }Jbl, II, meaning 'to ruin, destroy', is also listed). 
The sense 'to subdue all the earth' would be perfectly adequate to 
describe the notion of Babylonian domination which is referred to. It 
is 'world dominion', rather than 'world destruction' which Yahweh 
had committed into the hands of the Babylonians. 

THIRD PROPHECY: THE DAY OF THE LORD IS NEAR 

13:6-8 

The third of the prophecies concerning Babylon takes up the theme of 
the Day of the LoRD, which first appears in written prophecy with Am. 
5: 18-20, and re-appears earlier in the book of Isaiah in Isa. 2: 12ff. 
The historical reference here is undoubtedly to the destruction of 
Jerusalem by the Babylonian armies in 587 BC. This was interpreted 
as 'the Day of the LORD' in Ezek. 7: 10-13, which must itself contain a 
conscious allusion to the earlier prophecy of Amos. By means of this 
connection a new dimension is introduced into the history of Judah's 
dealings with Babylon. With this it is made unmistakably plain that 
Yahweh's 'consecration' and use of Babylon is in connection with a 
purpose which he has to fulfil concerning his own people. 

6. Wail, for the day of the LORD is near: It is not incontrovertibly 
clear from the prophecy whether the fall of Jerusalem to the 
Babylonians was imminently expected, or had actually taken place. It 
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is likely that the latter is the case so that the prophecy is post eventum, 
and aimed at showing that the disaster that had happened to Judah in 
587 was, in spite of all appearance, a part of Yahweh's purpose (cf. 
Lam. 2: 7ff.). as destruction from the Almighty: There is a poetic 
assonance in the Hebrew between the words for destruction (Heb. 
sofl) and Al.mighty (Heb. sadday). 

7. Therefore all hands will be feeble: Cf. Ezek. 7: 17 for the 
general picture of shock and fear which the people of Judah were to 
experience as they faced the horrors of capitulation to a foreign army. 

8. and they will be dismayed: Either the first part of this line has 
been lost (so Kaiser), or we should omit it as a gloss (so Wildberger). 
G. R. Driver, JSS 13 (1968), p. 43, connects it with the following 
noun (Heb. firim) and interprets this as 'inside, stomach' (from the 
Arabaic ma$$lirun). Hence NEB's 'his stomach hollow with fear'. 
RSV's their faces will be aflame scarcely provides a good description 
of being horror-stricken. NEB's 'burn with shame' is better. 

FOURTH PROPHECY: THE TERROR OF THE DAY OF THE LORD 

I3:9-I6 

The fourth prophecy elaborates and expands on the third, but appears 
to go beyond a reference to the events of 587 BC, when Babylonian 
armies laid siege to Jerusalem. Instead the judgments inflicted at the 
time of the Day of the LORD will be world-wide. It is only the final 
verse which bears a distinctively historical character, since the pre
ceding imagery relates much more to a catastrophe of cosmic propor
tions. It is probable therefore that we should see in vv. 9-16 an 
eschatological reinterpretation of the prophetic theme of the Day of 
the LORD which had first been applied in vv. 6-8 to the events of 587. 
The concluding prophecy which follows in vv. 17-22 then once again 
picks up the sequence of historical events concerning Judah's 
dealings with Babylon. This fourth prophecy must then be seen as a 
late insertion providing a further, eschatological, interpretation of the 
Day of the LORD as a coming catastrophe which will embrace all 
nations. The whole earth will become a desolation, all sinners will be 
destroyed, and the sun, moon and stars will cease to give light (cf. JI 
2: 30-31). We may compare Isa. 24: r-13 for a similar eschatological 
re-interpretation of an earlier prophetic theme. The message of this 
prophecy is then to be found in the assertion that all sinners, through
out the entire world, will be judged by Yahweh, and none shall 
escape. Such an eschatological expectation must certainly be ascribed 
to a late date, no earlier than the fourth century BC. 

9. Behold, the day of the LORD comes: The emphasis throughout 
in this section is upon the revelation of the divine wrath which this 
day will bring. Whereas earlier prophecy had focused upon its 
significance as a day when Israel and Judah would be punished for 
their sins, it has now been enlarged to become a day when all sinners 
will be judged. Hence its primary purpose is made clear with the 
affirmation that it will be a day to destroy its sinners from the earth. 
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10. For the stars of the heavens: The darkening of the world at the 
advent of the Day of the LORD (the close parallel in Jl 2 : 31 discloses 
the same imagery), appears to have developed out of the earlier 
imagery of a theophany in a storm-cloud. Cf. Pss. 29: 3ff; 97: 2. The 
heavy black storm-clouds which obscured the heavens marked the 
presence of God, so that here, in the picture of Yahweh's coming to 
judge the world, the darkening of the sky is a token of his presence. 
Out of this there emerges further the idea that the Day of the LORD 
will witness a complete transformation of the ordered life of the 
universe (cf. 24: 17-21). 

11. I will punish the world: Once again the theme of punishment 
reappears. Instead of being applied to the specific situation of a 
military defeat of Jerusalem, as in vv. 6-8, the whole world, with all 
its sinners, is now seen to be involved. Just as in 587 Judah had to 
bear the consequences of its sins, so when the final Day of the LORD 
comes will all nations and peoples have to suffer the just punishment 
of their sins. I will put an end to the pride of the arrogant: Cf. 2: 12ff. 
for the emphasis upon the divine condemnation and punishment of 
human pride. 

12. I will make men more rare: Because no one will escape on the 
day of Yahweh's punishment, and because all men are sinners, there 
will be a fearful slaughter when the final reckoning comes. 

13. I will make the heavens tremble: The LXX renders 'the heavens 
will tremble', which provides a closer parallelism for the following 
line. Once again the ancient language concerning the theophany of 
Yahweh in a storm provides the imagery for a picture of his coming to 
judge the world. Cf. Ps. 97 :4. 

14. every man will turn to his own people: The author is con
scious of the many upheavals which have led to the great movements 
of peoples across the face of the earth. When each man flees to his 
own country and people in order to find security there, he will be 
disappointed. He will find that there is no place of safety, for 
Yahweh's judgment will be world-wide. 

15. Whoever is found will be thrust through: It is this and the 
following verse alone of this section which appear to have some 
specific historical defeat in mind. If so, it must be that of 587 which 
the author has used to provide a picture of the punishment which will 
one day be meted out to all sinners. Just as in a military defeat no 
mercy is shown to the vanquished, so Yahweh will not pity those 
whom he must punish. In this case the imagery of the defeat of 587 
has been made into the basis of a description for the final judgment of 
the world. 

FIFTH PROPHECY: THE DESTRUCTION OF BABYLON 

13:17-22 

In this, the fifth of the series of prophecies in vv. 2-22, the dealings of 
Judah with Babylon are reverted to. There is no serious reason for 
questioning the conclusion of a large number of scholars (Fohrer, 
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Wildberger, Schoors) that this final prophecy relates to the same 
period which is presupposed by the prophecies of chs. 40-55. This is 
the time immediately preceding the fall of Babylon to the armies of 
the Persians and Medes in 538. Since the overthrow of Babylon is still 
in the future, and did not in historical fact take the form of a dramatic 
military overthrow, we may place this prophecy in the period 545-538 
BC. So clear in fact does this setting appear to be that those scholars 
who have sought to interpret vv. 2-22 as a unity have regarded the 
circumstantial evidence provided by this section as a sufficient basis 
for dating the whole unit. However, it is preferable to see in the unit a 
series of prophecies, or fragments of prophecies, from different ages, 
which have been woven into a sequence to relate the story of Judah's 
ill-fated relationships with Babylon. Only vv. 9-16 fall outside this 
sequence, since they apply the notion of the Day of the LORD to a 
still future eschatological day. 

17. Behold, I am stirring up the Medes against them: Cf. 41 :25 
for the same basic understanding of Yahweh's control of the Medo
Persian armies. The Medes were an Indo-Iranian people who first 
began to make their impact on the Near East in the ninth century BC. 

They assisted the Babylonians in the overthrow of Nineveh in 612, 
but subsequently, under Cyrus, gained control of the eastern prov
inces of the Babylonian empire. After the defeat of Croesus, king of 
Lydia, in 547 BC, they posed a major threat to Babylon itself. Cf. 
further, G. Widengren, Peoples of Old Testament Times, pp. 315ff. 
Since Babylon appears not to have fallen at the time that this prophecy 
was made, we may ascribe it to a date c. 540 BC. Who have no regard 
for silver: The meaning is that their pity cannot be bought for money, 
so there will be no escape for the Babylonian oppressors when their 
turn for judgment comes. They will not be able to buy their way out of 
danger. 

18. Their bows will slaughter: The meaning literally is 'will dash 
in pieces', which scarcely makes sense. Serious disturbance of the text 
appears to have taken place and NEB simply omits the first three 
words of the verse, rather than hazard a very uncertain reconstruction 
(cf. HTOT, p. 179). the fruit of the womb most likely refers to infant 
children, although Kaiser suggests that the unborn foetus may be 
meant. 

19. And Babylon ... will be like Sodom and Gomorrah: The de
struction of the cities of the plain (Gen. 19: 24-28) serves as a suitable 
basis for comparison because of the permanent ruin which resulted 
from their overthrow. Cf. Isa. 1: 10, which may have encouraged the 
use of the simile here. 

20. It will never be inhabited: The completeness of God's judg
ment upon Babylon will be shown by the fact that no reconstruction 
of the ruins will be undertaken. In fact the capture of Babylon by the 
Meda-Persian armies in 538 BC took place without any significant 
destruction of the city, further strengthening the conclusion that this 
prophecy was made before that event took place. No reason is given by 
this prophecy to explain why a divine judgment of Babylon was 
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necessary, but the oppression of Babylonian rule is assumed to be so 
well known as to call for no further description. When the overthrow 
of Babylon comes it will be a well merited act of retribution for the ills 
that it has brought to Judah, as the prophecy of eh. 47 shows. no 
Arab will pitch his tent there: With poetic hyperbole the utter use
lessness of the ruins that are to be left is described by the fact that not 
even a nomadic tent-dweller would wish to pitch his tent there. 

2I. But wild beasts wil.l lie down there: NEB identifies the wild 
beasts (Heb. ~iyyim) as 'marmots' and the howling creatures (Heb. 
'ol;im) as 'porcupines', although certainty is not possible. The 
ostriches of RSV (Heb. b'nQiya 'aniih) are identified as 'desert owls' 
(NEB) and the satyrs (Heb. §'irim; literally 'hairy ones') as 'he goats'. 
The sense is clear, and is not really dependent upon the precise identity 
of the species of wild animal that are referred to. 

22. Hyenas will cry: Once again there is some problem of identi
fying the animal species. Instead of hyenas and jackals NEB suggest 
'jackals' and 'wolves'. The presence of the wild creatures is to demon
strate that the site of a once great city will be reduced to nothing, and 
will revert to an entirely wild, undeveloped condition. 

A NOTE CONCERNING THE RESTORATION OF ISRAEL 

14:1-2 

A redactor has introduced at this point a concluding assurance regard
ing the restoration of Israel after the overthrow of Babylon. It 
summarises in a very concise fashion the main lines of Jewish hope 
which emerged late in the sixth century with the prophecies now 
preserved in chs. 40-55. It seems in every way probable that the 
author has had the contents of these prophecies before him, and, 
writing either late in the sixth or early in the fifth century, has set out 
a hope of Israel's restoration. Three points stand out as of marked 
significance: the hope is based on a return from exile in foreign lands; 
the return will be assisted by foreigners (cf. Isa. 49 :22-23), and these 
aliens will then become the slaves of Israel (cf. 61: 5-7). The 
redactor's purpose appears to have been to present a fitting conclusion 
for the sequence of prophecies regarding Judah and Babylon by 
showing that in the end it will all result in a happy and blessed future 
for Israel. The presence of such a brief note at this point strongly 
supports the contention (see Introduction, p. 8) that some attempt 
has been made to weave together the book of Isaiah into a unity. Its 
overall message concerning the fate of Judah and Jerusalem has taken 
full account of the episode of the Babylonian exile, indicating that the 
joining of chs. 4off. on to 1-39* is the result of a conscious thematic 
connection. 

14:i:. The LORD will have compassion on Jacob: The very titles 
Jacob and Israel re-appear frequently in chs. 40-55 as a description of 
those who were deported to Babylon. To what extent the author also 
had a consciousness of the fate of those elements of the Northern 
Kingdom which had earlier been transplanted by Assyria is not 
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evident (cf. Jer. 3I: 7-22). The reference to the promise that Yahweh 
will again choose Israel points to the idea that the entire history 
surrounding the former election of Israel had been brought to an end 
with the Babylonian exile. A whole new beginning would have to be 
made, which would amount to a new act of divine election. For the 
great importance of such a theological concept, see THAT, I, cols. 
275-300; TWAT, I, pp. 592-6o8. In many respects the notion 
expressed here is tantamount to the Jeremianic promise of 'a new 
covenant' (Jer. 31 :31ff.). The promise and aliens will join them 
appears to be drawn from such passages as 45: 14-17; 49: 7. 

2. And the peoples will take them: IQis" reads 'many peoples'. The 
identity of these servant peoples is not made plain, probably because 
already when the redactor was writing the Babylonian exile was 
beginning to spread into a more scattered 'Diaspora'. Thus, although 
it appears to be primarily Israel's captors who are to perform this task 
of bringing them back, more than one nation was recognised to be 
involved. Whether there is any conscious allusion to the role of 
Persia, and to the Edict of Cyrus in particular (cf. Ezr. I : 2-4), cannot 
be discerned. The phrase and the house oflsrael will possess them in 
the LORD's land is of interest because it recognises that, in its 
scattered existence, Israel was a 'house', but no longer a nation. 
Furthermore the belief that the territory of Israel-Judah was 
'Yahweh's land' reflects the pre-exilic understanding which provided 
a major stimulus towards the restoration of Judah in the sixth century. 
Cf. W. Brueggemann, The Land, Philadelphia, I977, pp. 15Iff. 

THE DOWNFALL OF THE WORLD-RULER 

14:3-23 

The prophecy which follows in 14 :4b-2oa (vv. 5 and 20b-21 are ad
ditions) is a magnificent mocking-song set out in the form of a lament 
for the death of a great world-ruler. His descent into the underworld 
is described with incomparable irony. It has been provided with an 
introduction in vv. 3-4a identifying the ruler as the king of Babylon, 
and this identification has been further strengthened by a brief 
appended note at the end in vv. 22-23, mentioning the permanent 
ruination that is to befall Babylon. On the assumption that the poem 
is from Isaiah and that a Babylonian ruler is being referred to, S. 
Erlandsson, pp. 161ff., argues for an eighth-century background and a 
connection with the situation of 701. Yet it is hard to see how this 
Babylonian rebel ruler could be described as one who smote the peoples 
and ruled the nations (v. 6), since his greatest achievement was a 
partially successful revolt against his Assyrian suzerain. A whole list 
of candidates has been suggested as the subject of the song (see 
Kaiser, II, p. 30, note b). Since the identity of the ruler is not made 
explicit in the poem itself, but appears in the introductory v. 4a, it is 
possible that the original composition was for an Assyrian, rather than 
a Babylonian, king. In this case it is attractive to follow Barth, pp. 
136ff., in regarding the poem as composed for the death of Sargon 
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(721-705) in 705 BC. In this case Isaianic authorship would certainly 
be possible, and could even be regarded as probable. Cf. further H. L. 
Ginsburg, J AOS 88 (1968), pp. 47-53. Another possibility would be to 
identify the world-ruler as Sennacherib, whose death took place in 681 
BC. (Cf. W. Staerk, Das assyrische Weltreich im Urteil der Propheten, 
p. 144). In this case Isaianic authorship would be less probable at so 
late a date in the early seventh century. If the view that the original 
poem was composed for the death of Sargon, which best fits the 
portrait of an awe-inspiring world-conqueror that is given, then a 
redactor has adapted this to the situation of a later age by making a 
reference in v. 4a to the king of Babylon. Which king of Babylon was 
intended by this is not explicitly clear. The most plausible candidate 
would be Nebuchadnezzar (6o5-562 BC), whose conquests affected 
Judah most adversely. However, since the king's death in some 
degree is intended to reflect the waning of the power he represents, it 
might be thought even more probable that one of the last kings of 
Babylon, such as Nabonidus (555-539 BC), was intended to be referred 
to. Coming as it does after a series a prophecies regarding Judah's 
experiences at the hands of Babylon (13 :2-14 :2), it is evident that the 
placing of so powerful and expressive a prophecy at this point has 
been aimed at celebrating the passing of a hostile and hated world
dominion. It is pointless speculating about possible allusions in the 
mocking lament to other world rulers after the downfall of Babylon in 
538. Nevertheless it is apparent that, in the later apocalyptic literature, 
Babylon took on a revived significance as a symbolic cover-name for 
oppressive world government, so that its final downfall became a part 
of Jewish apocalyptic eschatology (cf. Rev. 18: 2ff.). 

The poem is in the form of a lament for the dead, such as would be 
sung at a funeral (cf. H. Jahnow, Das hebriiische Leichenlied im 
Rahmen der Volkerdichtung (BZA W 36), 1923, pp. 239-53). However, 
it is heavily ironic and satirical in its expression, and is designed to 
express rejoicing that, with the death of a tyrant, an age of oppressive 
tyranny has been removed from the world. V. 5, which breaks up the 
flow of the song, must certainly be regarded as an addition. It makes 
direct citation of the theme of the staff and sceptre from 9: 4 (Heb. 3), 
and appears to be the work of a redactor who has endeavoured to show 
that, with the death of the tyrant, this Isaianic prophecy had been 
fulfilled. 

14 : 3. When the LORD has given you rest: Vv. 3-4a provide an 
introduction which links the following funeral lament with the 
general subject of Babylon which has preceded it. The reference to 
Israel's obtaining rest from pain and turmoil shows that it is the 
situation brought about by the ending of Babylonian world dominion 
that is uppermost in the redactor's mind, rather than the specific 
occasion of any one Babylonian monarch's death. Certainly, if a partic
ular king's death is intended to be referred to, we might most readily 
think of Nabonidus, whose death occurred in 539 BC. and the hard 
service with which you were made to serve: must be a reference to 
the period of the Babylonian exile in which the circumstances of 
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those in Babylon appears to have been tantamount to a harsh form of 
slavery. 

4. you will take up this taunt: The word taunt (Heh. masal), 
properly means 'likeness', and is used for proverbs, allegories and 
parables. It is apparently used in this instance for a composition which 
is in the form of a lament because it is in fact an ironical, or satirical, 
lament. against the king of Babylon: See above for the possibility that 
this was intended to be Nabonidus, the last king of Babylon. However, 
it is evidently not simply one ruler, but the whole tyrannical rule which 
he represented, which formed the subject for this celebration of its 
passing. 

How the oppressor has ceased: This line marks the original begin
ning of the lament proper, which does not name the tyrant over whose 
passing it so rejoices. That it was originally an Assyrian ruler, such as 
Sargon, would make possible an origin from Isaiah. The phrase the 
insolent fury is difficult, and scarcely intelligible in the original 
Hebrew (ma4.heb_ah). NEB reads 'frenzy'. and, like RSV, presupposes 
an emendation to marhefl.ah, which is supported by 1Qis", and goes 
back to J. D. Michaelis. Cf. H. M. Orlinsky, VT 7 (1957), pp. 202f., 
and S. Erlandsson, pp. 29-32, for further discussion of the hapax 
legomenon. 

5. the staff of the wicked: The verse is an insertion in the original 
lament, and the references to the staff and the sceptre appear to hark 
back quite consciously to the promise of the breaking of the 'rod' and 
'staff' in 9 :4 (Heb. 3). A redactor has sought to show that, with the 
passing of the tyrant, this Isaianic prophecy had been fulfilled. 

6. that smote the peoples: Evidently it is not simply the oppression 
perpetrated against one nation, but against many, that forms the basis 
of the grievance against the tyrant. It is the picture of such a world 
conqueror which suggests that the original subject of satirical lament 
was Sargon or Sennacherib, or even Nebuchadnezzar, if a Babylonian 
candidate is sought, who did achieve great conquests. However, it is 
possible that the particular ruler has been given credit for victories 
actually achieved by his predecessors. The phrase with unrelenting 
persecution requires a small emendation in Hebrew to the pi'el ptc. 
m"raddep (cf. BHS). Other commentators have suggested a noun 
mirda.1, 'dominion', hence 'with unremitting dominion' (so Duhm, 
Marti, Procksch, Fohrer). S. Erlandsson, p. 32, following H. S. 
Nyberg, suggests that we should read the Hoph ·al participle with the 
meaning 'persecution'. 

7. The whole earth is at rest: There is an evident element of poetic 
hyperbole in regarding the whole earth as subject to the ruler. Yet 
both Assyria and Babylon achieved conquests which embraced a large 
part of the effective world which surrounded Judah, making them 
truly world powers. Hence it was legitimate to picture a period of 
world peace arriving with the death of the tyrant. 

8. The cypresses rejoice at you: For cypresses NEB reads 'pines'. 
The reference is to the extensive felling of trees to provide timber for 
military construction, as well as the taking of it from the forested 
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regions of Syria for other building projects. By felling the tallest and 
mightiest trees, the tyrant had displayed his own disregard for the 
divine order, and a measure of arrogant pride which had now come to 
an end. 

9. Sheol beneath is stirred up: The poem now moves into its most 
triumphant satirical theme by picturing the abject humiliation of the 
tyrannical king. The ruler who had once felled the cedars ofLebanon 
had now been brought to the lowest depths of Sheol, the underworld 
abode where the shades of the departed went. For Sheol, cf. THAT, 
II, cols. 837-41. it rouses the shades to greet you: The customary 
picture of Sheol was one in which all human distinctions disappeared 
(cf. Job 14: 12, r2f.). Here, however, the shades (Heb. r'pa'im), or 
shadowy remains, of the dead rulers of earth are pictured as getting up 
from their thrones in astonishment to greet this great world-ruler 
who has come to share their fate. The use of the past tense (cf. NEB's 
rendering) indicates that the ruler was thought of as already dead, 
although this could be simply a poetic device. Probably the death had 
already taken place, so that this is not truly a prophetic pronounce
ment, but rather an indication that a downfall foretold in other 
prophecy had now occurred. 

11. the sound of your harps: The implication is that the time when 
the ruler could indulge in rejoicing and musical festivities is now 
finished for ever. The good times were over. He is portrayed as 
coming to a place where there would be no further opportunity for any 
merrymaking. maggots are the bed. Heb. has 'are spread', but a slight 
change of pointing produces the noun bed (Heb. y'.pta"), which yields 
a better sense. 

12. How you are fallen from heaven: Vv. 12-15 appear to contain 
either a fragment of, or at least an allusion to, an ancient myth of the 
banishment of a divine being from heaven (cf. Ezek. 28: 12-19; Ps. 
82 :6f.). M. H. Pope, El in the Ugaritic Texts, (VT Supp. 3), pp. 6rff. 
has suggested that the original subject of this myth was the Canaanite 
deity El. Cf. also F. Stolz, Strukturen und Figuren, pp. 149ff. For the 
notion of the 'mount of assembly' of the gods, cf. also R. J. Clifford, 
The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament, pp. 16off. 
The title Day Star, son of Dawn must certainly be a reference to the 
morning star, the planet Venus, and the deity consistently associated 
in Canaanite mytholoy with this planet is A_ttar. Cf. J. Gray,JNES 8 
(1949), pp. 27-34; F. Stolz, Strukturen und Figuren, pp. r82ff. The 
rising up of this planet in the early morning sky, followed by its 
sudden descent without the completion of a true arc, have found 
echoes in mythology at more than one point. Whether there was a 
coherent myth of the 'fall' of a high-god from the heavens to the 
underworld is not yet firmly established, although it appears plausible 
enough from various fragmentary echoes in the Old Testament and 
elsewhere. The phrase who laid the nations low applies the theme of 
the myth to the historical achievements of the tyrannical world-ruler. 

13. You said in your heart: The allusion appears to be to a scene in 
the myth in which the god represented by the Day Star (AJtar) has 
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attempted to assume the role of the king of the gods by taking over the 
highest throne. 
above the stars of God: The picture is that, in heaven itself, some 
stars were set higher than others to mark the position of the various 
divine thrones. The throne of God, properly El, rested in the highest 
place, until this attempt to usurp its pre-eminence. 
I will sit on the mount of assembly is a reference to the Canaanite 
mythological tradition in which the throne of the god Baal was 
situated on Mount Zaphon, which was the ancient title of Mount 
Casius in Syria. Cf. R. J. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, pp. 16off.; 
God and Temple, pp. 6f. It appears unlikely that we can reconstruct 
any completely coherent and uniform pattern of mythology regarding 
all the various Canaanite deities and their divine dwelling-places. 
However, it certainly appears that the prophet has reflected a signifi
cant and popular theme from such mythology in vv. 12-14, and has 
used it as an appropriate comparison for the world-shattering signifi
cance of the great tyrant's death. 

14. I will make myself like the Most High: The divine title Most 
High, or 'Elyon {more fully El 'Elyon; cf. Gen. 14: 19-20), appears as 
that of an ancient Canaanite deity, whose name indicates his position 
of exaltation over the other gods, and so as fitted to occupy the 'mount 
of assembly' where the gods could meet to sit in council. It appears 
very probable that it was the title popularly used in Jerusalem, before 
David's conquest of the city, for the major deity worshipped there. Cf. 
my God and Temple, pp. 42ff., and now, F. Stolz, Strukturen und 
Figuren im Kult vonJerusalem (BZAW 118), 1970, pp. 149ff. It would 
be appropriate that, as the 'highest' god, El 'Elyon should preside 
over the divine council, and that the Day Star (A_ttar) should have 
endeavoured to take over this position of eminence. Possibly the 
myth also contained some explanation of why El 'Elyon's throne was 
vacant, perhaps as a result of his descent into the underworld after 
defeat by Death (the god Mot). For a rather different reconstruction, 
cf. M. H. Pope, El in the U garitic Texts, pp. 61ff. 

15. But you are brought down to Sheol: At this point the narrative 
element of the myth is dropped and the prophet resumes the imagery 
set out in v. II of the descent of the tyrant into Sheol. For the Pit as 
the place of the dead, cf. v. 16. 

16. Those who see you: It is a delicate touch of dramatic irony 
which leads the poet to picture the astonishment of the inhabitants of 
the world of the dead at discovering that they are joined by one who 
had, until so recently, been such a powerful ruler. On his arrival he 
came with nothing but the memory of his former glory. Is this the 
tnan who made the earth to tremble: The beliefs about Sheol re
flected in the Old Testament emphasise its drab and colourless 
character, as a place where all earthly distinctions and pleasures are 
J)ast. It offered an existence that was so attenuated and weak as to be 
totally undesirable to all but those who had become weary of life itself 
(cf. Job 7: 7ff.; 14: 13ff.). Cf. R. Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, 
Edinburgh/London, 1900, pp. 36ff. 
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17. and overthrew its cities: The suffix in its cities (Heb. 'araw) is 
masculine, yet it must refer back to the feminine noun world (Heb. 
{eb.e[). For such a genus potens, cf. G-K. p. 1350. 

18. All the kings of the nations lie in glory: It is preferable, with 
NEB, to take the phrase All the kings of the nations with v. 17, 
thereby identifying these kings as being among the prisoners taken by 
the tyrant. Then read 'All of them lie in glory'. The point is then that 
all the rulers captured by the tyrant had been given a decent and 
honoured burial, but such was not to be the fate of so hated an oppres
sor, whose corpse would be desecrated and humiliated. Cf. Am. 2: 1; 
J er. 22 : 19. each in his own tomb: For tomb, Heb. has literally 'his 
house' (be.10), hence NEB's 'in his last home'. 

19. but you are cast out, away from your sepulchre: It is better to 
take the preposition as min privativum and read 'without a proper 
burial chamber'. like a loathed untimely birth: Heb. has 'like a 
loathed branch' (nefer), which RSV has emended to nepel 'untimely 
birth', following Syrnm. 1Qls" follows MT, and NEB 'mere loathsome 
carrion' presupposes an emendation to ne$el, 'carrion', lit. 'what is 
stripped off. who go down to the stones of the Pit: The reference is to 
Sheol (cf. v. 15), indicating that the place of the dead was thought to 
share a very earthy and stony character, appropriate to its subterranean 
location. V. 19c clearly begins a separate verse unit, suggesting that 
who go down should be read as singular referring to the tyrannical 
ruler. This then matches the singular dead body of v. 19d. The plural 
has arisen by a false assimilation to the plural subject ofv. 19b. 

20. You will not be joined with them in burial: The with them 
must refer to 'the kings of the nations' of v. 18. The king himself is 
held to be entirely responsible for the fate of his people. It is his 
decisions and excesses which have brought ruin upon them. because 
you have destroyed your land: LXX reads as 'my land'; i.e. 'Yahweh's 
land', which would make it a more precise reference to the Babylonian 
destruction of Judah in 587. However, this is clearly a secondary inter
pretation that has come in with LXX's translation. 
May the descendants of evildoers nevermore be named: V. 20b and 
the following v. 21 are to be seen as additions to the original lament 
(cf. Barth, pp. 124, 128f.). The use of the plural evildoers here, and 
again in the reference to 'fathers' in the following verse, points to a 
collective interpretation of the tyrant power whose passing is cele
brated. In this case what we have is an indication of the application of 
the lament to mark the passing of Babylonian world-domination. The 
cause for rejoicing is no longer the specific instance of a monarch's 
death, but the belief that it is the 'death' of Babylonian world-rule that 
has taken place. 

21. Prepare slaughter for his sons: As so often in the ancient 
world the deposition of a ruler was to be followed by the putting to 
death of his sons who might have succeeded to this throne. Here, 
however, the reference to the plural fathers in the phrase because of 
the guilt of their fathers shows that it is the ending of a series of 
oppressive rulers that is in mind. Collectively they represent Babylon 



145 ISAIAH 14 : 22 

itself, and the assassination of the sons is made into a picture of the 
permanent ending of this source of foreign domination. There is no 
need, therefore, to emend to the singular 'father', as has sometimes 
been advocated. The phrase and fill the face of the world with cities is 
a reference to the power of the imperial ruler to assert his greatness 
through the building and naming of cities. LXX and Syr. read 'war' 
instead of cities, but this is probably the result of an inner Greek 
confusion (polemon instead of poleon). 

22. I will rise up against them: Vv. 22-23 have been introduced by 
a redactor to round off the mocking lament for the death of the tyrant, 
and to affirm its application to Babylon (as v. 4a). These verses serve 
to reaffirm the identity of the tyrant as a Babylonian ruler, and also to 
show that his passing represents the ending of the period of 
Babylonian world-rule. Nevermore will it pose a threat to Judah. It 
thus fittingly concludes the entire sequence of prophecies concerning 
Babylon which began with 13: I. Although it is set in the form of a 
future pronouncement I will rise up, we must conclude that it has 
been added post eventum, after 538, and is designed to affirm the 
finality of the fate that had overtaken Babylon. 

THE LORD'S PLAN CONCERNING THE ASSYRIANS 

14:24-27 

This short section marks a break in the sequence of foreign nation 
prophecies proper, although it has an affinity with them on account of 
its assertion that it is Yahweh's plan to defeat the Assyrians on the 
soil (mountains) of Judah. It has played a large part in modern dis
cussion of Isaiah's prophecies in regard to his attitude to, and ex
pectations concerning, Assyria. Its authenticity, or otherwise, to 
Isaiah provides a major issue in determining the prophet's expec
tation concerning the outcome of the threat to Jerusalem by 
Sennacherib in 701 (see Introduction, p. II, and below, on chs. 
36-37). H. Barth has rightly argued that it once formed the con
clusion of the larger redactional unit relating to the conflict between 
Assyria and Judah, Ephraim and Syria which began with eh. 5. (see 

· Barth, pp. 103-19). The summoning of the nation that is far off in 
5 : 26-29 marks Yahweh's calling of the Assyrians to threaten these 
three nations, and 10 :5-15* indicates the turning point when 
Yahweh's threat to Assyria is first pronounced. 14: 24-27 then 
provides a fitting conclusion to the plan regarding Yahweh's dealings 
with Assyria by announcing that it is Yahweh's intention to 'break' 
the Assyrian in Judah. Several scholars (Duhm, Marti, Fohrer, 
Wildberger, and now also H. Barth, p. 46) have regarded v. 25b, which 
is dependent on 10 :27a, as a later addition. However, in view of the 
fact that the entire section is 'a passage pasted together from lsaianic 
Phrases' (B. Stade, ZAW 3 (1883), p. 16, cited by Kaiser, II, p. 48n.), 
this must be considered further. In any case, there is a dependence 
both here and in ro :27a on 9 :4 (Heb. 3). 

Those scholars (S. R. Driver, G. van Rad, B. S. Childs, J. Schreiner) 
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who have regarded the passage as authentic to Isaiah, have found in it 
a strong indication of his dependence on the supposed 'Zion tradition' 
and also a firm pointer to his message to Hezekiah at the time of the 
Assyrian crisis of 701. See further, my Isaiah and the Deliverance of 
Jerusalem, Ch. 2. We may note the following points: 

(1). The passage must be considered along with those other 
passages in the book of Isaiah (especially 10: 33f.; 17: 12-14; 29: 5-8; 
31 : 5-9), which express a similar message concerning the coming 
dramatic overthrow of the Assyrians by the hand of Yahweh. There is, 
therefore, a similarity of content between these passages, but no 
reason to accept that 14 : 24-27 was at one time joined with 10 : 5-15 (as 
Procksch, F. Huber, pp. 47ff.; J. Schreiner, pp. 263ff.) 

(2). These verses are certainly not from the prophet Isaiah, but have 
been built up by a form of developmental exegesis into a threat of the 
overthrow of Assyria from Isaiah's prophecies (chiefly 9: 2-7; 10: 5-
15). 

(3). This developmental elaboration of Isaiah's message concern
ing the fate of the Assyrians was the central theme of the Josianic 
Redaction of his prophecies (see Introduction, pp. 5ff.). 

(4). From the perspective of this redactional development the over
throw of the Assyrian forces was still in the future, although its 
realisation was felt to be imminent. 

(5). The connection of these prophecies with the events of the year 
701, and to the sparing of Jerusalem by Sennacherib, was a late exten
sion of them, which has come particularly to give rise to the tradition 
now recorded in 37 : 36 that the 'angel of the LORD' slew the Assyrians 
outside the gates of Jerusalem. 

(6). The placing of the prophecy at this juncture is intended to 
mark the conclusion of the sequence of prophecies which began with 
5: 1-7 (cf. Barth, pp. 103-19). 

B. S. Childs, pp. 128-36, has discerned the form of the prophecy as 
that of the 'summary appraisal', which has close affinities with the 
didactic form of Wisdom (cf. also J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, 
pp. 75-9; H. Barth, p. 106). . 

The prophecy can therefore be seen to mark a significant step in the 
message that was discerned in Isaiah's preaching concerning the 
ultimate fate of the Assyrians, and the way in which this came 
to be connected with the tradition regarding Jerusalem's deliverance 
in 701 BC. 

14 : 24. The LORD of hosts has sworn: Cf. 5 : 9 for the formula of a 
divine oath as a means of God's communicating a message to his 
prophet. Yahweh's 'plan' (Heh. 'efah) is referred to in 5: 19, and is 
here regarded as concerned with his intention of using the Assyrians 
to punish Judah, Ephraim and Syria. Then in turn he would inflict his 
punishment upon the Assyrians (10 :5ff.). For the idea of Yahweh's 
'plan' in Isaiah, cf. J. Fichtner, ZAW 63 (1951), pp. 16-33. Although 
the conception of such a plan arose authentically out of Isaiah's 
prophecies, the full nature and content of it has been constructed 
during the redactional stage of the collection of them. For planned 
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(Heh. dimmah, cf. Ps. 48 :9). The formula so shall it stand asserts the 
certainty of the completion of the plan, which in turn entailed the 
fulfilment of Isaiah's prophecies disclosing the plan. So far as the 
point of view of the Josianic Redactors was concerned the fulfilment 
of this plan was believed to be imminent in their day. Cf. further on 
10:24-27a. 

25. that I will break the Assyrian in my land: It is evident that this 
expectation of the overthrow of the Assyrians was believed to have 
been anticipated by the frustration of Sennacherib's attempt to take 
Jerusalem in 701. Cf. further 31: 8. Whether the intention here is to 
point to the events of that year, or to a more distant overthrow of the 
Assyrians, no longer remains clear. 
and his yoke shall depart from them: The citation is directly from 
9: 4 (Heb. 3), and this has led those who would regard 14: 24-27 as 
authentic to Isaiah to remove v. 25b at a gloss (so Wildberger). Cf. also 
10: 27a. Yet in fact the whole of the section comprised of vv. 24-27 is 
made up from an extension oflsaianic words and themes, especially that 
of the yoke and burden theme from 9 : 4, as a reference to vassaldom 
to Assyria. from their shoulder: The Heb. has 'his shoulder', but 
RSV rightly follows the ancient versions in reading the plural suffix. 

26. This is the purpose that is purposed: V. 26 is of great interest 
in extending the scope of Yahweh's purpose to include the whole 
earth. This universalising of the idea of the divine plan is found 
further in 29 : 7. What Yahweh was believed to have purposed con
cerning the Assyrians was a demonstration of his power over all 
nations and peoples, and his intention to protect Jerusalem. Just as 
the rule of Assyria extended over many nations, so was Yahweh's 
power greater still, and entailed a world-wide plan in which Judah and 
Jerusalem had a special place. The phrase and this is the hand that is 
stretched out is drawn from the refrain of 5 :25; 9: 12, etc. and attests 
further the thematic connections between these verses and the section 
that begins with 5 : 1ff. The phrase over all the nations adds a 
new dimension to the symbolism of the metaphor of Yahweh's out
stretched hand. 

27. For the LORD of hosts has purposed: For the basic idea that 
God's plan is incomparably greater and more sure of realisation than 
that of men, cf. 7: 7-9; 29: 14; 31 : 3. It is evident from this verse that it 
is the certainty of the divine purpose regarding Assyria which forms 
the main subject of vv. 24-27. From the perspective of the time of 
their composition in Josiah's reign, this purpose had already been set 
in motion in the year 701, when Sennacherib failed to take Jerusalem. 
Its final consequence lay still in the future with the ending of the last 
remnants of Assyrian control over Judah. 

A PROPHECY AGAINST PHILISTIA 

14:28-32 
The prophecy which follows is a peculiarly interesting one on account 
of the chronological features inherent in the text and the uncertain
ties regarding the precise historical circumstances to which it relates. 
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In spite of doubts expressed by Duhrn, Marti, and now W. Dietrich, 
pp. 208f., about its authenticity, and their attempts to date it in the 
post-exilic period, most recent scholars (Wildberger, Schoors, 
Erlandsson, Donner) have defended its authenticity to Isaiah. This is 
surely correct, although 0. Kaiser would regard only vv. 29-31 as 
belonging to Isaiah's age (cf. also K. Fullerton, AJSL 42 (1925-6) pp. 
99ff.). This Isaianic nucleus has been expanded at a later time by the 
addition of vv. 30a + 32b by a redactor who drew upon the tradition of 
Zion as the place where Yahweh protects his people. However, v. 32b 
does express very effectively the message of Isaiah to Hezekiah at a 
time when he was clearly under some pressure to join a Philistine 
revolt against Assyria. 

The time reference given in v. 28, the year that king Ahaz died, is 
of only limited assistance in dating the prophecy since the year of this 
king's death is itself a matter of debate. J. Begrich would place this 
event in 725, which accords with the chronology that we have fol
lowed, whereas W. F. Albright would place it later, in 715/4 BC. In any 
case, however, we should follow Kaiser and Schoors in recognising 
that the locating of the prophecy in the year of Ahaz's death is the 
work of a redactor and may not be correct. The occasion of the 
prophecy is the death of a ruler (the rod of v. 29) who has inflicted 
defeat on the Philistines, but who is to be replaced by a stronger 
power. This must certainly refer to an Assyrian ruler, either Tiglath
pileser III, whose death took place in 727/6, or Shalmaneser V, whose 
death occurred in 722. J. Begrich, ZDMG 86 (1933), pp. 66-79 (= Ges. 
Stud. zumA.T., pp. 121-31) argues for the former view, which has the 
attraction that it does correlate with the most probable year of Ahaz's 
demise. Furthermore, Tiglath-pileser III had certainly brought defeat 
to Philistia. However, H. Donner, pp. n2f., argues strongly that the 
political context of the prophecy relates to Shalmaneser V's passing, 
when a period of unrest occurred in Assyria before the usurper, 
Sargon, secured the throne. Isaiah counselled Hezekiah to maintain a 
position of neutrality, since like Philistia, Judah was in the first stage 
of vassaldom to Assyria. This he did, and, in the outcome, the 
Philistine revolt was put down at the battle of Rapibu (Donner, p. 
113). This view of the circumstances of the prophecy is the most 
likely, and is preferable to attempting to relate it to the period of 
705-701 (S. R. Driver, J. A. Bewer) by linking it with the death of 
Sargon in 705. Still less is it likely that we should regard the rod ofv. 
29 as a Judean ruler (cf. K. A. Kitchen, POTT, p. 65), either Uzziah 
(cf. 2 Chr. 26: 6-7), or Hezekiah (2 Kg. 18: 8). 

14: 28. In the year that King Ahaz died: This would be 725, as 
noted above, and would correspond roughly with the time of Tiglath
pileser's death. However, the chronological reference is from a 
redactor,.and there are good reasons, as noted above, for locating the 
prophecy at the time of Shalmaneser V's passing in 722. came this 
oracle: The suggestion (cf. BHS) to read 'then I saw' in preference to 
this is unnecessary, although some influence upon the reference from 
Isa. 6: 1 appears probable. 
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29. Rejoice not, 0 Philistia: The occasion of the prophecy is the 
death of the Assyrian ruler, which had aroused Philistine ambitions 
and plans to break free from the burden of vassaldom. In this hope 
they clearly had sought the support and complicity of Hezekiah, and 
the main purpose of Isaiah's prophecy was to dissuade the Judean 
king from joining such a revolt. There was no cause for Philistine 
rejoicing, therefore, because the death of the king did not mean the 
weakening of Assyrian rule. The Philistines were a people who 
originated from Caphtor (Crete) according to Am. 9: 7. Thus they 
were an Aegean people, who had settled in the land of Canaan-Israel 
about the same time as the Israelites, and who were destined event
ually to give their name to the land-Palestine. For their history, cf. 
K. A. Kitchen, POTT, pp. 53-78; Ph. Reymond, BHH, III, cols. 
1455-8. that the rod which smote you: The reference to a defeat 
inflicted on the Philistine cities by Assyria would better fit either the 
reign of Tiglath-pileser Ill, or that of Sargon, who subdued a revolt 
from that quarter in 711. Cf. H. Donner, p. 112. However, it is quite 
plausible that the occasion of Shalmaneser V's death has occasioned a 
rejoicing because he had maintained the control which his pre
decessor (Tiglath-pileser) had established. for from the serpent's root 
will come forth: The imagery is somewhat strained, and relates to a 
sequence concerning the generation of three different types of snake 
(serpent-adder-flying serpent), combined with the metaphor of a 
plant cut down to its roots. The meaning is nonetheless quite clear 
and probably reflects popular tales about the procreation of snakes. 
The flying serpent was not a native of the Near East, and the descrip
tion has almost certainly been influenced by fantasy and popular 
mythology. Mesopotamian iconography shows several winged 
snakes, and we may compare the winged seraphirnof6 :2. 

30. And the first-born of the poor will feed: V. 30a is out of place, 
and introduces an alien idea after the threatening aspect of the pre
ceding verse. Its comforting message belongs after v. 32. Fohrer 
removes it as inauthentic, and Kaiser places it after v. 31 and before v. 
32b. A transposition after v. 32b is preferable. Its authenticity cannot 
be beyond question, and it may have arisen from such hopes concern
ing Mount Zion such as we find expressed in 37 : 30-32. The phrase 
firstborn of the poor must mean 'very poorest', but we may follow the 
suggestion of NEB which reads 'in my meadows' (Heb. b'l3.iiriiy in
stead of b"l3.ore). but I will kill your root with famine: It is better to read 
the third person, 'he will kill', following 1Qls", and 'your seed, off
spring' (Heb. zar''el3.), instead of the Heb. sor'se./i, 'your root', follow
ing LXX with Duhm, Marti, Begrich, Donner. and your remnant I 
will slay: We should read 'he will slay', with MT. 

31. Wail, 0 gate; cry, 0 city: The rejoicing of the Philistines over 
the death of their oppressor was premature and misguided, since an 
even stronger ruler would replace him. Their rejoicing should there
fore be turned into mourning, and, with that, their plans to break free 
from Assyrian rule should be abandoned. Undoubtedly the prophecy 
was aimed in the direction of Hezekiah who was under some pressure 
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to join the revolt. 0 Philistia, all of you: The repeated drawing of 
attention to all the Philistines (cf. v. 29) may have arisen because this 
people consisted of five independently governed cities: Gath, Ekron, 
Ashdod, Ashkelon and Gaza. H. Donner, p. III, would, however, 
delete all of you here as a gloss from v. 29. For smoke comes out of 
the north: The north almost certainly points to Assyria as the source 
of the attack, and the smoke refers to the smoke of battle, with the 
burning of villages and towns, rather than to the sending of smoke 
signals. and there is no straggler in his ranks: This follows an 
emendation to mofi.ed instead of boded, with rQis". Nevertheless the 
last line of the verse still remains difficult and uncertain and Begrich 
attempts a much bolder reconstruction to 'and its pillars do not 
waver'. 

32. What will one answer the messengers: The ancient versions 
read the plural 'nations'; but this is not a necessary improvement. The 
reference must be to messengers from Philistia who have come to 
elicit Hezekiah's support for their plan. See above for. the view of 
Kaiser and others that the verse is not original to the prophecy. Such a 
conclusion is not necessary, however, since at this point Isaiah 
affirms his demand upon the king of Judah to retain his ppsition of 
neutrality. The dangers of joining the revolt were obvious, once 
Assyrian ppwer reasserted itself. The LORD has founded Zion 
reflects the importance of the area of the temple mount as the place 
where Yahweh's presence was to be found. By trusting in Yahweh and 
his ultimate purpose for his people, Hezekiah should have nothing to 
do with any attempt to break free from Assyria, and thereby risk the 
safety and security of himself and his people. The phrase and in her 
the afflicted of his people find refuge has frequently been taken to 
reflect the post-exilic understanding of the 'poor, afflicted' as the 
'pious, godly'. Yet this is not necessary in this reference, which rather 
affirms that all the people, even the poorest, will be secure if they 
trust in Yahweh, whereas if they join the revolt the pporest will have 
least to gain and most to lose. 

PROPHECIES CONCERNING MOAB 

15:1-16:14 

As in the case of prophecies against Babylon we have here a series of 
prophecies connected together by brief comments and notes. Hence 
the first such prophecy is found in 15: 1-9, the second in 16: 1-5 and 
the third, in !amen t form, in 16 : 6-II . To these three prophecies two 
further notes have been added in 16: 12 and 16: 13-14. Throughout 
the interpretation of the material is rendered difficult on account of 
problems of translation, many of which have so far defied satisfactory 
resolution. To this must be added the general obscurity regarding the 
historical background and circumstances which affects so many of the 
prophecies regarding foreign nations. W. Rudolph, G. R. Driver 
Festschrtft, Oxford, 1963, pp. 130-43, suggests that the first prophecy 
in 15: 1-9 is from the age of Jeroboam II (786-746), and is thus earlier 
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than Isaiah's time. Yet in reality no clear or certain identification of 
the historical background of the prophecies can be made, as Kaiser 
readily acknowledges, on the basis of a resume of the history of Moab 
and its relationships with Judah. In consequence there is little basis 
for either asserting or denying an Isaianic origin to any of the 
prophecies, although the opening word oracle (Heb. maiia') in 15: I 
would suggest that it has been drawn from the separate collection 
which began each of its prophecies with this title. A. H. van Zyl, The 
Moabites, Leiden, 1900, pp. 2off., regards 15: 1--9a and 16 :6-11 as a 
taunt-song in lament form, derived from bedouin circles. However, 
there is little to support the case for regarding the two sayings as 
belonging together. Parts of 16 :6-11 re-appear in a modified form in 
Jer. 48 :29-38. 

For the history of the Moabites in Old Testament times, see, 
besides the work of A. H. van Zyl, J. R. Bartlett, 'The Moabites and 
Edomites', PO TT, pp. 229-58; G. Molin, BHH, II, cols. 1229-32. 

THE DESOLATION OF MOAB 

15:1-9 

The poem consists of a lament for Moab which has suffered a disas
trous defeat at the hands of enemies who are not named. The attack 
has taken place at night (v. 1) and has left Moab desolate and mourn
ing. The threatening prophetic element has been introduced into the 
prophecy in v. 9 which affirms that there is further suffering for Moab 
yet to come. With H. Wildberger, we should, however, regard this 
verse as the work of a later editor who has extended the original 
lament into a future threat. W. Rudolph revives the view originally 
proposed by F. Hitzig, that the defeat referred to was at the hands of 
Judah under Jeroboam II. This would connect it with the Judean 
conquests referred to in 2 Kg. 14 :25. This view cannot, however, be 
more than one among several possibilities. B. Duhm ascribed the 
composition to the time of John Hyrcanus (135-104 BC), although a 
date as late as this must certainly be ruled out. The fact is we simply 
cannot now determine what particular defeat of the Moabites lies 
behind the prophetic lament. Throughout there is expressed a deep 
sensitivity to the sufferings of the Moabites, to whom the Israelites 
were closely related, which appears to be more than the consequence 
of poetic artistry, as 0. Kaiser claims (cf. especially v. 5). There is no 
gloating over the defeat of the Moabites, and these considerations 
suggest that the enemy was not Judah, but some other people, 
possibly the bedouin suggested by A. H. van Zyl. 

15: 1. An oracle concerning Moab: The title oracle (Heb. maiia') 
points to this lament having been taken from the 'maiia' collection'. 
Because Ar is laid waste in a night. The initial Because (Heb. kf') can 
better be taken in an asseverative sense, 'Surely', and this removes any 
necessity to presuppose that a preceding clause has been omitted. The 
battle had evidently taken place during a night attack, in which the 
Moabites had been caught entirely unawares and defeated. in a night 
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is read with 1Qls" and the ancient versions. Ar and Kir were the 
principal cities of Moab (Num. 21: 15; 2 Kg. 3 :25). The name Kir 
means simply 'city' and is to be identified with the Kir-hareseth of 
16: 7 (Kir-heres in 16: 11). 

2. The daughter of Dibon The Hebrew is difficult and the RSV 
translation rests on the emendation of bayi!., 'house', to bcu, 
daughter, understood as a metaphor for a city. Heb. has literally 'the 
house has gone up- and Dibon', so that 'house' could be taken to 
refer to the royal house (of Moab) (cf. Pharoah = 'Great House'), or 
the noun be regarded as a metaphor for the inhabitants of a town. Cf. 
NEB, 'The people of Dibon go up.' However, in view of the other 
references to places, we should expect one here, and we may follow 
Schoors, therefore, in reading b~ and taking it as a reference to the b{l 
gamul of Jer. 48 :23. This was a town in the region ofDibon (modern 
Hirbet Gumeif), this latter being the northern capital of Moab. over 
Nebo: Nebo was the mountain region where Moses was believed to 
have died (Dt. 34) and Medeba lay close by this. On every head is 
baldness: baldness was a sign of mourning in which the mourner 
disfigured his normal appearance as a mark of grief. · 

3. on the housetops: Read 'and on the housetops they lament'. Cf. 
Jer. 48 :38. 

4. Heshbon and Elealeh cry out: Heshbon is modern Hesban, 
seven and a half miles north of Madeba. Elealeh (modern el-•Af) is 
two miles further north. Jahaz was close to the Moabite border and 
had once been an Israelite town (cf. Jos. 21 : 36) which was later taken 
by Moab (cf. the Mesha Inscription, ANET, p. 320). 
the armed men of Moab cry aloud: M. Dahood, Proverbs and North
west Semitic Philology, Rome, 1953, pp. 29-30, would see here the 
stem r" 'broken'; hence 'Moab's loins are broken'. Cf. LXX which reads 
'loins tremble' (cf. BHS), but NEB retains the Heb. and takes ha/use 
as 'men prepared for war'. his soul trembles: better 'his courage 
deserts him'. The soul (Heb. nepes) was the seat of resolution and 
desire. Cf. H. W. Wolff, Anthropology of the Old Testament, pp. 15ff. 

5. My heart cries out for Moab: As the poet pictures the sufferings 
of Moab he shares in their grief, thereby suggesting very strongly that 
Judah was not the attacker. his fugitives flee: The Heb. reads the 
singular, perhaps portraying a particular typical instance. Zoar was at 
the southern tip of the Dead Sea (Gen. 19 :22). The phrase to Eglath
shelishiyah rather overloads the text and has come from a marginal 
cross-reference to Jer. 48 :34. The location of Luhith is unknown. 
they raise a cry of destruction: This requires an emendation of the 
verb toya 'oru with 1QIS". Cf. HTOT, p. 180. 

6. the waters of Nimrim: Nimrim was on the south edge of the 
Dead Sea. Its desolate location may have been regarded as appropri
ately illustrative of the sufferings of Moab; otherwise it must be 
presumed to have been among the places sacked and burnt in the 
battle. 

7. Therefore the abundance they have gained: NEB conveys the 
sense better with 'their hard-earned wealth'. they carry away: Heb. 
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treats the subject Moab as a masc. sing. word. Hence 'he shall carry 
away .. .' (cf. G. R. Driver, JTS 38 (1937), p. 40). the Brook of the 
Willows (modern Wadi el-Hesa) marked the border with Edom. 

8. For a cry has gone round: The places mentioned, Eglaim and 
Beerelim, cannot be identified with certainty, but they were most 
probably located in the north-west of the country. The overall effect is 
to stress the countrywide mourning that had overtaken Moab. 

9. For the waters of Dibon are full of blood: Possibly this first 
clause of v. 9 was a part of the original poem, but the remainder of the 
verse has been added later by an editor who has sought to turn the 
lament for Moab into a threat. Dibon, the chief northern Moabite city, 
has already been mentioned in v. 2, but here the Heb. reads 'Dimon', 
and it is the Vulg. which identifies it as Dibon. More probably a 
different location was intended and Kaiser suggests modern Khirbet 
Dimne. F. M. Abel identifies with 'Ain el-Megheisil. a lion for those 
of Moab who escape is extremely obscure as to its meaning and the 
text is almost certainly corrupt. However, only conjectures are 
possible, and these arouse little confidence. for the remnant of the 
land. Perhaps we should read 'the remnant of Admah' (NEB), 
although most commentators emend more substantially. Rudolph 
and Eichrodt read 'remnant offear' (Heb. •·emiih). 

A REPLY TO THE LAMENT OVER MOAB 

16:1-5 

These verses are not from the same hand as the preceding lament and 
cannot originally have belonged to it. They are an addition, but one 
which appears most likely to have been composed intentionally as a 
reply to the preceding lament. 16 :2 is awkward, however, and can 
hardly have been the original continuation ofv. r. It cannot be taken 
as a gloss, and several commentators have regarded it as originally a 
part of the lament of 15: 1-9, describing the distress of the women of 
Moab at the fords of the Amon. The aim of the unit is given in v. 5 
with its description of the re-establishing of the tent of David. This 
must be a reference to the Davidic monarchy and kingdom, of which 
Moab had been a part (cf. 2 Sam. 8 :2). It indicates that vv. 1-5 stem 
from the early post-exilic period, probably in the fifth century. 0. 
Kaiser, however, would regard vv. 4b-5 as a secondary addition to vv. 
I, 3-4a, intended to provide an answer to the question when Jerus
alem will have a ruler strong enough to supply the assistance asked 
for in v. 1. There is much to support such a view, leaving us with vv. 
1, 3-4a as the original unit. 

16: 1. They have sent lambs: The Heb. text is difficult, and the 
reconstruction is partly based on, the Targum. It is preferable to take 
ruler of the land as the subject, in which case it is to be construed as a 
plural, and to refer to the rulers of Moab who have sent a gift to 
Jerusalem in order to elicit help. The phrase to the mount of the 
daughter of Zion must be taken as a poetic synonym for Jerusalem, 
although in this instance, since the gift was brought to the Judean 
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king, it is no doubt the palace rather than the temple area that is 
signified by Zion. 

2. Like fluttering birds: The picture of the distress of the Moabite 
women at the crossing of the River Arnon resumes the lamentation 
from 15: 1-8, and there can be little doubt that this verse originally 
belonged there. It has been misplaced, and we should, therefore, 
transpose it to come after 15 : 8. 

3. Give counsel, grant justice: This is the plea which the emis
saries to Jerusalem mentioned in v. 1 carry with them. The request is 
for protection and asylum for the Moabite fugitives who manage to 
escape across the River Amon and gain entry into the territory of 
Judah. We are left to assume that traditional enmity between Moab 
and Judah was such as to make it necessary to secure such a special 
guarantee of protection. 

4. let the outcasts of Moab: RSV here presupposes reading out
casts (Heb. nidde/Je), with LXX and Syr., instead of the Heb. 'my out
casts'. from the destroyer: Still the identity of Moab's enemy is not 
disclosed, but evidently it was one with whom Judah was not also at 
war. 
When the oppressor is no more: It is better to read 'oppression, 
plundering' (Heb. };amuf) with IQlsa. The reference is to the harass
ing and despoiling of the Moabite population. The phrase and he who 
tramples under foot must refer to the victors in the battle with Moab 
who are able to make spoil of their defeated enemy. 

5. when a throne will be established: This verse must be regarded 
as an addition, made probably in the late sixth, or early fifth, century 
to answer the question when this assistance for Moabite help would 
be forthcoming from Judah. The reply that is given is that it will come 
when a descendant of David reigns once again on his throne in 
Jerusalem. The verse thus presupposes the fall of the Davidic dynasty 
in 587 BC. The promise will sit in faithfulness in the tent of David 
points to the hope of stability, peace and prosperity with the restor
ation of the Davidic monarchy. The idea of faithfulness contained that 
of 'firmness, stability'. Cf. H. Wildberger, ZThK 65 (1968), pp. 129-
59. the tent of David refers to the 'household' of David, which by 
extension covered his entire kingdom, including Moab. 

THE PRIDE OF MOAB 

16:6-14 
A further prophecy against Moab in 16: 6-11 presents a sharp threat 
against that nation, continuing the threatening element which is now 
to be found in 15: 1-9. Some scholars (Kaiser, Schoors) have argued 
that this second prophetic threat is in fact the original continuation of 
15 : 8, showing that the tones of lament voiced in the former prophecy 
were only the result of poetic simulation. 16 :6-11 is then taken to 
pronounce that a well merited judgment from Yahweh is to befall 
Moab. Whilst such a view cannot be altogether ruled out, it seems 
preferable to regard the composition of 15: 1-8 as a genuine lamen
tation for Moab in defeat, which probably derives from before the time 
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of the Babylonian exile. The threatening element which has subse
quently been added in 15 :9, together with this markedly threatening 
prophecy in 16 :6-II, may then be taken to derive from the post-exilic 
period. Wildberger regards the present composition as a later reflec
tion upon Moab's fate. Two further editorial notes have then been 
added, the first in 16: 12 linking the prophecy of vv. 6-11 with 15 :2 
and its reference to Moab's prayers in the sanctuaries. A still later 
addition has then been made in vv. 13-14, endeavouring to bring out 
with some precision the timescale within which the judgment pro
nounced in vv. 6-11 was expected to take effect. The particular area of 
Moab threatened is shown to be that close to the borders of Judah, 
rich in vineyards, but still no indication is given as to the identity of 
Moab's enemy. There is no clear reason for supposing this to have 
been Judah, although a deeper feeling of animosity against Moab is 
evidently present, suggesting that a period of worsening relationships 
has intervened between the time of the composition of 15: 1-8 and 
16:6-II. 

16: 6. We have heard of the pride of Moab: The accusation refers 
to a widely reputed pride on the part of the Moabites, which is here 
further interpreted as arrogance towards God for which they will 
suffer a divinely ordained punishment. Evidently the author's inten
tion was to provide a reason for disaster which the following verses 
then go on to declare. It is very distinctive of the prophecies against 
foreign nations that they frequently denounce the sin of pride as the 
fundamental motivation for prophecies of doom. Cf. my Prophecy and 
Tradition, pp. 6of. his boasts are false: Better, 'his strength is not 
sound'. Cf. C. Rabin, JSS 18 (1973), pp. 57f., for the rendering of 
Heb. baddiiw as 'his strength'. 

7. Therefore let Moab wail: The language echoes very closely that 
of 15 :2, and provides one of the strongest reasons for regarding the 
two prophecies as in some fashion connected. This need not be 
entirely ruled out; but equally it may be argued that, whereas in 
15 :2-8 a defeat had overtaken Moab, in 16 :6ff. the disaster is still to 
come in the future. It looks as if the language of the earlier prophecy 
has provided a basis for the later one. The words for Moab may 
possibly be an addition in the second line. Mourn, utterly stricken: 
The Heb. requires a slight emendation toyehgu = 'let them mourn'. 
Kir-hareseth is the Kir of 15 : I. 

8. For the fields of Heshbon languish: The Heb. is awkward, 
having a plural subject fields with a singular verb languish. G-K. 
145u would take the subject as a collective, but rather we must assume 
that a verb, probably 'are destroyed' (Heb. sudd'flu) has fallen out, and 
that 'languishes' ('um/a[) belongs with the subject vine. the lords of 
the nations are not more closely identified, and, whilst such vague
ness is often typical of true prophecy, it is strange if the allusion is to a 
defeat that had already taken place. The vine is made the symbol of all 
the population of Moab, the rich product of the soil symbolising its 
inhabitants. Sibmah, Heshbon and Jazer were all rich vine-growing 
areas. 
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9. Therefore I weep with the weeping of Jazer: Whereas in 15: 1-

8 the tears, grief and lamentation appear to have been genuine and 
heartfelt, here the mention of such signs of mourning is intended as a 
warning of the judgment which still lies in the future. I drench you 
with my tears: The Heb. verb must be emended to •arawwaye'f!, (cf. 
rQis" 'rzyk). 

10. And joy and gladness are taken away: The normal happiness 
of harvest-time will be turned into mourning, a familiar enough 
theme, drawing its imagery by the use of sharp contrasts. The shouts 
of festivity will be replaced by the shouts and screams of battle. the 
vintage shout is hushed: This requires reading the verb as hosbqJ ('is 
silenced'), instead of the MT 'I have silenced'. 

II. and my heart for Kir-heres: The location is the same as that 
mentioned in v. 7. A verb appears to have fallen out at the end, and 
Wildberger suggests that we read 'my heart groans for' (Heb. yehgeh). 
BH S suggests a reading 'wails like a pipe'. 

12. And when Moab presents himself: This saying has been added 
by a redactor who has endeavoured to link the threat of 16 :6-11 more 
closely to that of 15: 1-9 by making a reference back to a theme from 
15 :2. All attempts at prayer on the part of Moab are affirmed to be 
doomed to failure. The two verbs presents himself and wearies him
self should most probably be taken as duplicates of the same expres
sion occasioned by a misreading of one letter (nir'ah/nil'ah). We may, 
therefore, omit one of them. he will not prevail: Better, 'he will be 
unable to do so'. 

13. This is the word which the LoRD spoke concerning Moab: 
This and the following verse are a further addition made after that of 
v. 12. The verses, however, still regard the fulfilment of the prophetic 
threat against Moab as reserved for the future. A fixed time scale of'in 
three years' (v. 14) is given for the awaited fulfilment, but it is 
unfortunately, impossible to know the situation when this further 
interpretation of the ancient prophetic threat was made. 

14. In three years, like the years of a hireling: The phrase years of 
a hireling must refer either to the period for which a labourer con
tracted his hire to work for a fixed period (cf. Gen. 29: 18) or to the 
period of enlistment for a mercenary soldier. In either case the time of 
service would be very carefully reckoned, which is the point of 
making the comparison here. After a very long history of the ancient 
prophecy regarding the punishment of Moab, the time of its fulfilment 
was at last felt to be drawing near. and those who survive: The Heb. 
reads 'and a remnant', but a verb is wanted. Read w 'nis' ar, (will be left). 

A PROPHECY CONCERNING DAMASCUS AND ISRAEL 

17: 1-11 

The section which follows contains a prophecy directed against 
Damascus (vv. 1-3) followed by a threat against the Northern King
dom of Israel-the glory of Jacob-in vv. 4-6. Since v. 3 already 
couples Israel with Syria we may take it as certain that the prophecies 
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form part of a single unit and belong to the time of the Syro
Ephraimite war (735-732). In this case there is no reason to doubt its 
origin from Isaiah as a prophetic threat delivered against the two 
kingdoms which threatened Judah at this time (so Wildberger, 
Donner, Schoors, and earlier Duhm, Marti and Procksch). Among 
recent commentators Kaiser denies this authenticity and would place 
the prophecy in a much later date in the Hellenistic Seleucid era. Yet 
this would raise more difficulties than it solves. More difficulty 
concerns the scope of the original prophecy. Donner would see the 
entire section of vv. 1-11 as a single prophecy in three strophes (vv. 
1 -3, 4-6, 7-II). Yet the appearance of the formula in that day in vv. 7 
and 9 show these passages to be almost certain additions, and we may 
conclude that we have in fact to deal with two major additions to the 
original prophecy in vv. 7-8 and 10-11, with v. 9 being added as a 
secondary comment upon vv. 7-8. All of these additions are con
cerned to assert the heinousness of the sin of idolatry which Israel has 
committed, and v. 9 seeks to explain that it is on account of such sin 
that the land will revert to the condition of desolation which it 
possessed when Israel conquered it. Donner, p. 42, argues that this 
accusation of idolatry reflects Isaiah's contemporary information 
regarding the Canaanite-Phoenician influences that were current in 
the Northern Kingdom. Much rather, however, we must see here the 
effort of the scribes of a later age to fill out the threatening message of 
vv. I -6 by showing that it was for the sin of idolatry that Israel had 
been punished and its land brought to ruination. The date at which 
these additions were made cannot be determined with any precision, 
but most probably the early post-exilic age is to be assumed. 

The original prophecy of vv. 1-6 belongs to the time of the Syro
Ephraimite war, but the exact point in the progress of that war 
remains to be considered. Since Israel had clearly not felt the weight 
of Assyrian power in vv. 4-6, and the reduction of Ephraim to a rump 
state had still not taken place, we must locate this at a time before 732. 
We must then regard v. 2 as misplaced from eh. 15 (see below, against 
Donner), and v. 1 as a genuine prophecy which was not literally 
fulfilled in the way expected since, as Donner points out, 732 did not 
bring any massive destruction to Damascus and Syria, which became a 
flourishing Assyrian province (H. Donner, p. 41). We may, therefore, 
locate the prophecy of vv. 1-6 against Damascus and Ephraim to the 
period between 735 and 733-

If we take the original unit to have consisted ofvv. 1-6 only, with 
vv. 7-11 being added later, then the original prophecy contains no 
invective, or motivation, to show why judgment is to be inflicted on 
Syria and Israel. This must undoubtedly be correct, since the 
historical situation of the Syro-Ephraimite war provided all the 
justification that was needed. We may in any case couple the threat 
with the prophecy oflsa. 7: 2-9 concerning the Shear-jashub name. 

17: 1. An oracle concerning Damascus: The prophecy in fact 
concerns both Israel and Damascus and it is likely that the title here 
has been added by a redactor in conformity with the sequence of 
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prophecies headed oracle (Heb. masiii'). The kingdom of Syria, or 
Aram, with its capital in Damascus, was a neighbouring kingdom to 
Israel with which it had close cultural, linguistic and religious ties. 
Cf. M. F. Unger, Israel and the Arameans of Damascus, 1957, esp. pp. 
95ff.; A. Malamat, POTT, pp. 134-55. The occasion of the Syro
Ephraimite war reflects these longstanding ties between Israel and the 
Arameans, and the importance of political solidarity between them in 
the face of the threat from Assyria. Behold Damascus will cease to be 
a city: The Heb. for will cease to be (musiir) is awkward. The 
feminine musiiriih is required. H. Donner, p. 39, takes itas the hoph'al 
of ysr, 'to chastise', hence 'is punished so as not to be'; but it is 
preferable with Wildberger and most commentators to see a form of 
the verb sur, 'to turn aside, deport', with the sense 'is removed from 
being'. In the event the physical destruction of Damascus in 732 at the 
hands of the Assyrians was not great, and strengthens the contention 
that we are dealing here with a genuine prophecy from before the 
arrival of the Assyrians in that city. 

2. Her cities will be deserted for ever: The Heb. has literally 'the 
cities of Aroer are deserted' (cf. RSV margin), and the RSV rendering 
is based on a conjectural emendation from P. de Lagarde which most 
modern commentators have followed. However, Aroer was a city of 
the Moabites, which is not mentioned in the lament over Moab in 
15: 1-8 (9). Wildberger, therefore, very convincingly suggests that the 
saying is correct as it stands, but is misplaced and belongs to the 
lament over Moab, perhaps at 15 :9. In this case itis the whole ofv. 2 
which is out of place, and needs to be transposed to the lament over 
Moab. 

3. The fortress will disappear from Ephraim: In spite of the 
superscription it is evident that Syria and Ephraim are linked, which 
points unmistakably to the time of the Syro-Ephraimite war. Donner, 
p. 39, would emend Ephraim to 'Syria' (Heb. me'ariim). And the 
kingdom from Damascus: It is better to read 'kingship' (Heb. 
mamliikiih), implying the complete loss of sovereign political auth
ority from the nation. In this respect the prophecy proved right, since 
Syria was brought under the second stage of vassaldom to Assyria in 
732. 
And the remnant of Syria will be: The idea of the remnant here 
clearly understands it as an indication of judgment, with its implied 
defeat of the Syrian army by Assyria. It is thus entirely in line with the 
interpretation given above (p. 83) for the name Shear-jashub of7: 3, so 
that it is possible that Isaiah has consciously intended to make such an 
allusion here. The clause like the glory of the children of Israel, 
scarcely makes good sense, and must be the result of some corrup
tion. Read with LXX 'and the remnant of Syria will perish' (Heb. 
yo'f;z_e(i_) (Duhm, Marti, Donner). Then insert the copula and delete the 
verb yihyu, to read 'together with the children oflsrael'. There is then 
no need to emend Ephraim in the first hemistich since the two lines 
balance smoothly. 

4. And in that day the glory of Jacob: The concluding formula at 
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the end of v. 3 marks the end of the first strophe and the second, 
which begins with v. 4. is concerned solely with the fate of Ephraim, 
the Northern Kingdom. Very vividly it portrays the grim conse
quences that will befall Israel when the Assyrians come and ruin their 
land. The two images used in vv. 5 and 6, of the reaper leaving ears of 
grain at harvest time and of some olives left on the trees, in both cases 
for the gleaners, interpret very effectively the notion of a remnant. It 
is very likely, therefore, that the imagery used here should be seen as 
the prophet's own interpretation of what the name Shear-jashub 
means in 7 : 3. In any case it is undoubtedly a further development of 
the same idea. 

S· And it shall be as when the reaper: The Heb. MT actually reads 
'harvest' (~iifir) instead of reaper (Heh. ~ofir), but the emendation is 
certainly correct. The law of Dt. 24: 19f. demands the leaving of some 
grain for the poor of the community to glean, but it certainly rests on a 
very ancient custom. The prophet recognises that the harvesters do 
not leave much, and this provides a fitting image of what will be left to 
Ephraim after the Assyrians have finished with them. And as when 
one gleans the ears of grain: The pointed emphasis upon gleaning 
the ears of grain stresses the pitiable nature of what will be left. 

6. Gleanings will be left in it: This time the picture of only glean
ings left is taken from the olive harvest. Donner regards the conclu
ding line four or five on the branches of a fruit tree as an elaborate 
gloss, but this is scarcely necessary. The reading branches follows 
1Qisa, and requires a slight emendation of MT. 

7. In that day men will regard their Maker: In spite of Dormer's 
defence of vv. 7-I I as a part of the original prophecy supplying the 
motivation for the coming judgment, these verses must be regarded 
as additions. The situation of the original prophecy made such further 
explanation unnecessary, and it is a later, post-exilic, redactor who 
has added vv. 7-8. They seek to show that the punishment of Israel 
was rendered necessary on account of the illicit cultus-the altars
which they had set up and the idols-the Asherim-which they had 
venerated. Such an addition was clearly made post eventum in 'the 
sense that it sought to explain a judgment that had taken place, not 
one that was still expected. 

8. They will not have regard for the altars, the work of their 
hands: From the later, post-I osianic, point of view the presence of any 
altars in the Northern Kingdom at all was illicit, since Jerusalem 
alone was claimed as the sole authorised place for sacrificial worship. 
The phrase the work of their hands applies to such altars the pole
mical objection which more appropriately applied to idols. Asherim 
describes the standing posts, or trees, set up at the many rural 
shrines at one time popular in ancient Israel (cf. Jer. 2: 27). 

9. In that day their strong cities will be: The conventional formula 
in that day shows this to be a yet later addition, which comments 
upon that ofvv. 7-8. The references to incense altars and Asherim had 
highlighted the point that these formed part of the cultic equipment 
of the Hivites and Amorites who had occupied the land before Israel. 
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As they had been dispossessed because of their idolatry, so subse
quently had Yahweh inflicted the same punishment on those who 
replaced them when they reverted to the same idolatrous practices. 
There is no hint of any outstanding hope for Israel, and Wildberger 
sees here the mark of a Judean scribe looking upon Samaria as still 
ripe for judgment. The first line of the verse is unintelligible in the 
Heh. (cf. RSV margin), and the emendation given follows the reading 
of LXX (with Duhm, Gray, Fohrer, Donner, etc.). the Hivites and the 
Amorites formed part of the pre-Israelite occupants of the land of 
Israel. Cf. Gen. 15: 16, 21 for the Amorites, and Gen. 34 :2; Jos. 9: 1ff., 
for the Hivites. Evidently many of the ruined sites for towns that were 
found in the land were identified as belonging to these peoples. 

10. For you have forgotten the God of your salvation: Wildberger 
does not rule out a derivation of this and the following verse from 
Isaiah. However, this appears so unlikely as best to be discounted 
altogether (so Kaiser). They derive from a scribe of a much later age 
who has sought to elaborate further upon the theme of idolatry 
mentioned in vv. 7-8. In particular the glossator here has endeavoured 
to condemn the 'Gardens of Adonis', in which, by a kind of sym
pathetic magic, small slips of plants were induced to grow rapidly. By 
this means the life and fertility of the god were thought to be made 
available to the worshipper. Such a practice, in varied forms, appears 
to have retained a great popularity from the earliest to the latest Old 
Testament times, even though it was consistently condemned as a 
pagan undertaking. Cf. Isa. 65 : 3f. Its prevalence into Hellenistic 
times may have served to awaken the glossator's inclusion of a 
reference to it here. There is a veiled hint of threat at the end ofv. n, 
even though it lacks some of the more forthright characteristics of 
prophetic pronouncements of judgment. 
Therefore, though you plant pleasant plants: Refers to the planting 
of cuttings of plants in specially prepared gardens in order to induce 
them to grow rapidly. In Hellenistic times such a practice was associ
ated with the god Adonis, but the origin goes much further back both 
in Canaan and Mesopotamia. It was a form of private ritual which was 
believed to bring life and fertility to the participants. And set out slips 
of an alien god: By making slips-cuttings-take root the life giving 
power inherent in such a process was thought to become accessible to 
the worshipper. The identity of the alien god ('alien' = Heh. zar; cf. 
L. A. Snijders, OTS 10 (1954), pp. 1-21; R. Martin-Achard, THAT, I, 
cols. 520-2) is not entirely clear, but some form of the Adonis cult 
must be meant. Earlier the Tammuz cult (cf. Ezek. 8: 14) had appeared 
in Judah, but aspects of the Baal cult were no doubt also involved 
since the ritual could be applied to more than one deity whose re
suscitation to life from death could be sought. 

11. Though you make them grow: The rapid growth of the plant 
slips was an important part of the ritual. By forcing the shoots under 
artificial conditions the special 'fertility' power of the ritual was 
demonstrated and made accessible to the worshipper for other aspects 
of his life. in a day of grief and incurable pain: Better 'on a day of 
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grief when (epexegetic waw) the pain is unrelieved'. The reference is 
to a coming day of judgment when all idolaters will be punished for 
their sins. Such a view would appear to presuppose the late Jewish 
eschatological outlook. 

DIVINE JUDGMENT ON THE ASSYRIANS 

17:12-14 

The threat that has preceded in 17: 1--6 uttered against Syria and 
Ephraim clearly presupposed that the judgment of these peoples 
would be inflicted by the Assyrians, even though this power is not 
explicitly mentioned. The 'Assyrian Redactor' (Barth's phrase) who 
has been responsible for 8:9-10; 10:33-4 and 14:24-27 has now 
inserted a further announcement of the judgment that Yahweh will 
inflict upon Assyria. In spite of the claims of many recent scholars for 
its origin from Isaiah (G. von Rad, J. Schreiner, B. S. Childs, J. 
Bright) and its relevance to the situation of 701, such claims must be 
discounted. It is a piece of editorial composition, once again like 
14 :24-27 set out in the 'summary-appraisal' form (so B. S. Childs, pp. 
5off.), which develops an authentic Isaianic theme by a process of 
'midrash'-like exegesis. 

In this case the basic theme has been taken from 8: 7 which 
compared the arrival of Assyria in Judah and Israel to a mighty river in 
flood. This theme of the mighty waters is then developed in 17: 12-14 
by the simple assertion that Yahweh will rebuke the waters, and they 
will flee away. By this means some allusion to the ancient myth of 
creation is made (cf. Ps. 104 :7). By combining this imagery the 
'Assyrian Redactor' has expressed the warning that it is part of 
Yahweh's plan to defeat Assyria in the land of Judah. The reference 
was originally intended to refer to a future overthrow of the 
Assyrians, and only indirectly has this come to be read back into the 
account of what took place in 701 (see above on 14: 24-27 and below 
on chs. 36-37). The time of this composition must be located during 
Josiah's reign. That the summary-appraisal form has close affinities 
with Wisdom speech and didactic forms is noted by J. W. Whedbee, p. 
78; Barth, p. 182. The introductory cry Ah! (Heb. hoy) has been taken 
by many commentators to be a broad interjection, and not a true woe 
oracle (Duhm, Procksch, Childs). Barth, however, following W. 
Janzen, Mourning Cry, pp. 6of., regards it as a true woe threat. 

12. Ah, the thunder of many peoples: Barth would read as 'Woe to 
the thunder .. .', since undoubtedly a threat to the advance of the 
many peoples is meant. The plurality of the number of advancing 
nations causes some difficulty, since in the original threat to Judah 
posed by the coming of the Assyrian (5 : 26-29) only one nation 
(Assyria) is referred to (5 :26). The assertion concerns a future 
overthrow of the power of Assyria, which v. 14 has developed in the 
direction of a more universally valid assurance of protection for Judah 
and Jerusalem. Cf. below on 29 : 7. The sparing of Jerusalem in the 
reign of Hezekiah in 701 came to be regarded as a demonstration of 
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this intention of Yahweh to defend his people against the nations 
more generally. Probably there has been some influence upon the 
language from the Davidic royal ideology which promised defeat for 
rebellious nations (Ps. 2 :9). Cf. H.-M. Lutz, Jahwe, Jerusalem und 
die Volker, pp. 175f.; J. J.M. Roberts,JBL 92 (1973) pp. 329-44. An 
emphasis upon the great sound of the advancing army had earlier 
appeared in the Isaianic passages 5 : 29 and 9: 5 (Heb. 4). Hence the 
phrase, Ah, the roar of nations appears intentionally to allude back to 
9: 5 through an alliteration (Heb. s''on/s''on). The idea of the roaring 
of mighty waters which threatened to engulf the world at creation and 
inrecurrentstormswasanancientmythologicalmotif(cf.Ps. 104: 5-9). 
The thunder could be understood as Yahweh rebuking the waters. 

13. The nations roar like the roaring of many waters: The stress 
upon the threat from several nations is explicit, but the primary 
reference must be to the threat from Sennacherib and Assyria. The 
universalising of the imagery of the threat has certainly been assisted 
by the language of the Jerusalem cultus (Pss. 2 :9; 48 :4-8), and by the 
desire to use the interpretation of what had taken place in 701 as the 
basis for a larger and more universal hope. The first line of v. 13 is 
missing from some MSS, and it must be regarded as a variant of v. 12b 
(rabbim for kabbirim). But he will rebuke them, and they will flee 
far away: The reference may be to the defeat which, in retrospect, the 
author believed to have been inflicted upon the Assyrians in 701, 
although the final overthrow of the Assyrians and their departure 
from Judah was still in the future so far as he was concerned. To this 
extent the application of the 'prophecy' to Jerusalem's deliverance in 
701 must be seen as only a partial and incomplete fulfilment of it. 
The phrase chased like chaff on the mountains before the wind 
elaborates by the use of a popular metaphor. Cf. Isa. 29: 5ff.; Ps. 83: 13 
(Heb. 14). 

14. At evening time, behold, terror: The emphasis upon the 
suddenness and swiftness of the overthrow of the attacking forces is 
very marked. It may be related to the claim in 37 : 36 ( = 2 Kg. 19 : 35) 
that the Assyrian forces of Sennacherib were slaughtered by the 'angel 
of the LoRD' in a single night. Since the introduction of the action of 
this mysterious angel comes entirely unexpectedly and strangely in 
37 : 36 it is probable that we should see the mention of his action there 
as influenced from such passages as this. 

The language here is to be regarded as poetic and hyperbolic in 
tone, arising from an emphasis upon the overthrow of the attackers as 
the work of God. No doubt also the ancient cultic language involving 
the 'Conflict with the Nations' motif has affected it. Cf. Ps. 46: 5 (Heh. 
6) for Yahweh's help coming before morning. This is the portion of 
those who despoil us: We could take the meaning to be 'of those who 
would despoil us', but it is better to regard the reference here as 
directly conscious of the long period of Judah's vassaldom to Assyria, 
in which the country had been greatly despoiled and plundered. and 
the lot of those who plunder us: This requires a small emendation to 
goral boz'zenu (lamed is a dittography). 
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The placing of vv. 12-14 after 17: I-II must reflect a conscious 
redactional choice. As vv. 1-6 had forewarned of the overthrow of 
Syria and Ephraim by the coming of the Assyrians, so it was appropri
ate to record afterwards how Yahweh would, in turn, himself defeat 
and scatter the Assyrian invaders from his land. More particularly, 
since the redactor must have had the events of701 in mind as at least a 
partial fulfilment of this overthrow, he has sought to use this as the 
basis for a more universal assertion of Yahweh's power to repel all 
invaders from his land (cf. 29: 7). 

A PROPHECY AGAINST ETHIOPIA 

18:1-7 

This prophecy is directed against the ancient land of Cush, which was 
a large territorial region to the south of Egypt, embracing modern 
Ethiopia, Sudan and Somaliland. This territory was closely linked 
with Egypt, and for a period in the eighth century provided the ruling 
dynasty (the twenty-fifth) in Egypt. Hence the prophecy here may be 
compared with that of eh. 20 which is directed against both Egypt and 
Ethiopia and, like this further prophecy, was intended to serve as a 
warning to Judah against trust in Egyptian support for an alliance 
against Assyria. In the case of the present prophecy it becomes plain 
that it was occasioned by the arrival in Jerusalem, probably by means 
of a sea passage to the coast near the capital (see on v. 1), of ambas
sadors from Ethiopia to Hezekiah. Their purpose is not openly re
ferred to, but it can readily be inferred that it was to enlist Judah's 
support for a coalition of western states to resist Assyrian domination. 
This could have been on either of two occasions: the first in the 
period relating to the Ashdodite rebellion 713-7u BC, or a little be
fore this, and the second in 705-701 BC, when Egypt appears to have 
led the plans for revolt. On the first occasion Hezekiah appears not to 
have been drawn fully into the revolt, although some Judean involve
ment seems likely. On the later occasion, as becomes fully reflected in 
chs. 28-31, Hezekiah became an early and prominent member of the 
revolt. Donner, p. 124, would link the visit of the Ethiopian emis
saries reponed in 18: 1-7 with the rebellion of 705, whereas Wild
berger (II, pp. 683ff.), after careful re-examination of the issue favours 
the earlier period. Such a view is followed here, although almost any 
year in the period between 720 and 713 would seem possible for such a 
mission to have taken place from Ethiopia to Judah. Life under 
Assyrian domination was evidently of such a nature as to promote 
rebellious plans. 

The original prophecy extends through vv. 1-6, although Wild
berger would regard v. 3 as a later addition. Certainly v. 7 has been 
added later by a post-exilic redactor who appears to have been 
influenced from 45 : 14. In any case it regards the relationship of Judah 
to Ethiopia from a very different perspective from that of the original 
prophecy. Kaiser takes the entire prophecy to be a late, post-exilic, 
pronouncement regarding the final overthrow of Ethiopia. Yet there 
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are no adequate grounds for supposing such a late date, and if we 
assign it to the period before 713 BC, when Hezekiah was being 
tempted into joining a revolt against Assyria, then Isaiah's beautifully 
expressed insistence upon Yahweh's neutrality (vv. 4-5) provides a 
strong and decisive counsel to the king of Judah not to allow himself 
to be drawn into the Ethiopian-Egyptian plan. 

18: 1. Ah, land of whirring wings: The opening cry (Heb. hoy), 
which RSV takes as a simple interjection, should rather, with W. 
Janzen, Mourning Cry, pp. 49f., be seen as a 'woe'-formula expressing a 
stem rebuke to the subject addressed (so also Wildberger). Hence 'Woe 
to ... '. RSV's whirring wings (Heb. fil$al k'napayim) would then 
be a reference to the great notoriety enjoyed by Ethiopia as a place of 
insects ofall kinds. However, G. R. Driver,JSS 13 (1968), p. 45, would 
translate the Heb. ~il~al as 'boat', comparing the Arabic :;;ul:;;ul. Then 
'winged boats' would be a reference to 'sailing ships'. Cf. NEB's 
rendering. This is attractive in view of the reference to the rivers of 
Ethiopia, and the mention made in v. 2 of the journeying of the 
ambassadors from Ethiopia by sea (v. 2. RSV 'Nile'). The arrival off 
the coast of Judah of such ships, especially of a type designed for river 
traffic, would have been bound to cause a great stir in Jerusalem, so 
that their place of origin, and obvious purpose, would quickly have 
become a major subject of discussion. the rivers of Ethiopia: The 
ancient kingdom of Cush extended further south than modern 
Ethiopia, so that the upper, rather than the lower, Nile region is 
probably meant. 

2. which sends ambassadors by the Nile: There is no improve
ment in reading 'ships' (Heh. ~iyyim), instead of ambassadors (Heh. 
~irim). The ambassadors must be emissaries from Ethiopia to 
Hezekiah who had been sent to Jerusalem to enlist his support in the 
planned revolt of Egypt-Ethiopia against Assyria. If we place this 
event c. 716 BC then it must have been obvious to Isaiah and other 
citizens of Jerusalem what the purpose of their unusual journey was. 
For by the Nile Heh. has literally 'by the sea' (Heh. bayyam), and, in 
spite of the preference of almost all modern versions in rendering as 
Nile (cf. 19: 5; Neh. 3: 8), it is not impossible that 'sea' is correct. The 
ambassadors had come to Jerusalem by ship as far as the Mediter
ranean coast, where they would have been diplomatically received. in 
vessels of papyrus upon the waters: The boats were river-going craft, 
designed and built for use on the Nile, but this does not preclude that 
their skilful crews had navigated them along a sufficient part of the 
Mediterranean coast to bring them to Judah. 
Go, you swift messengers: If we assume that the messengers (Heb. 
ma/' a!im) mentioned here are the same as those referred to in the first 
line of the verse, then the prophet is adjuring them to return to their 
homeland. W. Janzen, Mourning Cry, pp. 6of. (cf. also Barth, p. 13), 
suggests that the prophet was rhetorically summoning other (divine) 
messengers to go to Assyria to tell the ruler there what was happen
ing. This is attractive as a clarification of a difficulty, and is preferable 
to the assumption that ambassadors from Hezekiah to Ethiopia are 



ISAIAH 18 : 3-6 

referred to. To a people feared near and far: It is better to omit to a 
people with LXX. 
A nation mighty and conquering: The Heb. phrase translated mighty 
(qaw-qaw) is obscure and Donner, p. 122, takes it as most probably an 
onomatopoeic expression for 'foreign', unintelligible language. 
Certainly the meaning of the verse is clearest if the prophet is 
ironically inviting the messengers to go to Assyria, against whom 
their plans are directed. 

3. All you inhabitants of the world: The prophet now directs his 
message to an audience of the entire world. Wildberger takes the 
verse as a gloss, possibly made by the same scribal circle who inserted 
such sayings as 8 :9-10. Yet Donner, pp. 124f., would defend its 
authenticity on the grounds that the planned revolt of Egypt against 
Assyria would have world-wide significance. He therefore sees Isaiah; 
with some touch of irony, preparing for his announcement of what 
God will do (vv. 4-5), by declaring that it is for all the world to hear. 
Unlike the ambassadors, who were trying to keep their negotiations 
secret, presumably even from the inhabitants of Jerusalem, Isaiah 
declares that what Yahweh intends is to be known by everyone. Then 
the mention of the signal and trumpet in v. 3b are not the signs ofan 
impending battle, but an emphatic assertion that Yahweh is announc
ing his plans to all the world. There is nothing secret about them. 
Such an interpretation is plausible, but, even so, Wildberger's under
standing of the verse as a gloss seems more likely. 

4. For thus the LORD said to me: Isaiah now announces in vv. 4-5 
the serene calm and indifference which Yahweh will observe during 
the impending confrontation between Egypt, Ethiopia and Assyria. 
He will be neutral, and will quietly look (Heb. 'esq 0fiih; cf. 7 :4 and 
30: 15 for sqf in the sense of 'remain neutral') from his heavenly 
dwelling. Yahweh will neither support Egypt-Ethiopia, nor yet up
hold Assyria, so that Hezekiah could in no way rely on Yahweh's 
support if he joined the revolt. The message must be understood as a 
clear warning to the king not to listen to, or join with, the plans of the 
Ethiopian ambassadors. The imagery of a calm and pleasant summer 
evening sums up the serene indifference of Yahweh to the Ethiopian 
plan. 

5. For before the harvest, when the blossom is over: The 
prophet's message now becomes more threatening, by showing that, 
because Yahweh will not support the planned rebellion, it will lead to 
disaster. Cf. 30 :5; 31 :3 for a similar forewarning of the consequences 
of relying upon Egyptian help. He will cut off the shoots with 
pruning books: The word for shoots (Heb. zalzallim) introduces an 
intentional homophony upon the word for 'whirring insects/ships' 
(Heb. filfal) in v. 1. 

6. They shall all of them be left to the birds of prey: Because 
Yahweh will not take sides to uphold the rebellion against Assyria it 
will lead to ruination for Ethiopia and Egypt. The ultimate end of the 
plans for which the Ethiopian ambassadors had come to Jerusalem, 
therefore, would, be disastrous. The message for Hezekiah, for whose 
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ears this prophecy was clearly intended, was clear. He should not join 
himself to allies who were heading for disaster, lest he be dragged 
down with them. Although we have a prophecy about a 'foreign 
nation' here, it is very evident that it concerned one which had the 
most immediate relevance to Judah's own destiny. 

7. At that time gifts will be brought to the LoRD of hosts: This 
verse is certainly the work of a post-exilic redactor who has introduced 
an entirely different perspective to the original prophecy by mention
ing that gifts will be brought to Yahweh in Jerusalem by the Ethiopians. 
Evidently the people tall and smooth, who had been referred to in v. 
2, are taken to be the Ethiopians themselves. It is then asserted that 
they will come to Jerusalem for an entirely different purpose from 
that which had occasioned the visit of the ambassadors in Isaiah's 
time. It appears that the redactor had in mind the prophecy of Isa. 
45: 14, providing further evidence that chs. 4off., had been added to 
1-39* before the final edition of these latter chapters was reached. 
This increases interest in the question of when this verse was added, 
but little firm indication is present to determine this. 

THE CONFOUNDING OF THE EGYPTIANS 

19:1-15 

With eh. 19 there begins a series of prophecies concerning Egypt 
which extends as far as 20 : 6. The last of these, in 20 : I -6, has been 
widely accepted by virtually all commentators as authentic to Isaiah, 
and this consensus must be upheld. Before this there are two other 
prophecies concerning Egypt, in 19: 1-15, beginning with the title 
oracle (Heb. maisa'), and in 19: 16-25. This latter prophecy is not 
from Isaiah, but more uncertainty exists concerning that ofvv. 1-15. 
This falls into three separate parts: vv. 1-4 foretelling political 
division and turmoil in Egypt; vv. 5-10 foretelling the failure of the 
Nile floods, essential for the irrigation of the land, and vv. 11-14 (15), 
denouncing the folly of the princes of Zoan. The concluding v. 15 is 
undoubtedly to be regarded as a redactor's summarising comment, 
dependent on the text of9: 14 (Heb. 13). The question of the genuine
ness of the prophecy from Isaiah has been much contested-Schoors 
and Erlandsson taking its authenticity as virtually certain, whilst 
Duhrn, Fohrer and Kaiser equally regard this as precluded. Wild
berger notes the marked lack of connection between vv. 5-10 and the 
rest, and provides detailed arguments from the vocabulary of these 
verses to show that they are unlikely to stem from Isaiah. Since v. 15 is 
also certainly an addition, he regards the original prophecy as con
sisting of vv. 1-4, 11-14. That these verses derive from Isaiah would 
then have little against it, and they could stem from the period in the 
prophet's ministry before 713 BC when Judah's political interest in the 
affairs of Egypt was very strong. Such must undoubtedly be borne in 
mind as a possibility, but it must be said, against Wildberger's con
clusion, that there is little that is positively Isaianic about these 
verses. Their repudiation of Egypt and its political strength differs 
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considerably from that found in undoubtedly Isaianic passages such as 
20: 1~; 30: 1-5 and 31: 1-3. On balance, therefore, it seems uncertain 
that any of vv. 1-15 derive from Isaiah, but rather from the separate 
collection of foreign nation oracles, beginning with maiia'. If we 
accept that the prophecy is not from Isaiah, it does not rule out a 
pre-exilic date for it, although in reality there is almost no circum
stantial indication to show its age. Wildberger would locate it in the 
period 720-716 BC, before the accession of the Ethiopian (Cushite) 
dynasty to the Pharaonic throne, which is presupposed by the pre
ceding prophecy in 18: 1~. 

The theme of the prophecy is threatening, warning that civil strife 
is to befall Egypt, and that the policies advocated by the princes of 
Zoan (vv. II, 13), will lead to disaster. What these policies were, and 
how they may have had relevance to Judah, can only be guessed at, 
since no clear word of motivation for the coming judgment, nor of 
explanation for the foolishness of the policies, are given. If they 
concerned Egyptian attempts to resist Assyria, then they can be associ
ated with the situation ofisaiah's day, but there is no strong reason to 
suppose that this was so. 

19.1. Behold, the LORD is riding on a swift cloud: The portrayal 
of a deity riding on a cloud was a familiar one to the ancient world. Cf. 
Ps. 18: 10-12 for a particular connection with the storm clouds and the 
idea of a storm theophany. No such storm, or theophanic, significance 
is intended here, and the phrase appears to have been reduced to the 
level of a poetic metaphor asserting that Yahweh, the God oflsrael, is 
about to take action which will influence affairs in Egypt. The parti
ciple riding (Heb. rokeb) simply means 'travelling, journeying', 
rather than 'mounting up'. Cf. S. Mowinckel, VT 12 (1962), pp. 287-99. 
and the idols of Egypt will tremble at his presence: The cultural and 
religious life of Egypt would have been fairly well known to Judah 
through the interaction of trade as well as politics. In consequence the 
extensive use of very elaborate iconographic symbolism in Egypt, 
which contrasted markedly with the imageless worship of Judah, was 
a point of interested comparison. It is a somewhat ambiguous picture 
of the idols, however, to describe them as 'trembling'. 

2. And I will stir up Egyptians against Egyptians: There was a 
period of internal strife in Egypt in the period 720-716, under the 
Pharaoh Osorkon IV, but such dissension was so common at so many 
different periods that, in itself, it does not provide an adequate basis 
for dating the prophecy. The phrases city against city and kingdom 
against kingdom refer to the various provinces within Egypt (cf. the 
LXX's nomos). 

3. and the spirit of the Egyptians: The reference is to the complete 
failure of the Egyptian moral will to resist aggression from outside as 
a result of internal confusion and suspicion. The phrase will be 
emptied out uses the Heb. verb baqaq, to be pointed in the niph tat 
form nelz.aqqah. Because their plans are of purely human origin, and 
lack divine approval, the Egyptians will, in their frustration, resort to 
all the technical means available to them of necromancy and divi-
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nation. The effect of this will simply be to highlight their own folly 
and their forsakenness by God. 

4. and I will give over the Egyptians: The threat to Egypt now 
reaches its climax with a direct foretelling of the political disaster 
which will befall the country. It will be set under the power ofa hard 
master, which must refer to a foreign power which threatens them. 
However, the identity of this hard master is not disclosed. 

S· And the waters of the Nile will be dried up: The threat of a 
drought, caused by a failure of the Nile floods introduces a very dif
ferent theme from that of the preceding verses and points to a 'natural' 
disaster. It is very likely then that vv. 5-10, which describe this failure 
of the Nile, comes from a different hand. The dependence of Egypt 
upon the Nile must have been well known in ancient Judah, as a part 
of a traveller's knowledge of Egypt. Hence any indication of divine 
displeasure towards that country was naturally felt to manifest itself 
by the failure of the Nile to perform in the normal way. It is very 
unlikely that any specific flood is in the author's mind, but rather a 
general inference regarding the way in which Egypt would be 
punished for all its political and cultic sins. 

6. and its canals will become foul: Reading with 1Qls\ w'hiz
nihu. 

7, There will be bare places by the Nile: The phrase by the Nile 
should be deleted here as a dittography from the following line. 
Then, instead of bare places read 'the lotus, and all that is sown by 
the Nile'. Cf. T. W. Thacker,JTS 34 (1933), pp. 163-5. 

8. The fishermen will mourn and lament: The writer shows a 
good familiarity with the manner of life of ancient Egypt and the 
extensive fishing of the Nile. In contrast to Judah, which had no large 
natural river, Egypt appeared to have been unusually, and in Israelite 
eyes, undeservedly, blessed by the Nile. Instead of fishermen, 1Qlsa 
reads 'fish'. This is unlikely to be correct, but may have been in
fluenced from Exod. 7 :21. 

9. and the weavers of white cotton: The second line of the verse 
lacks a verb, and we should follow the reading of 1Qlsa in emending 
the noun for white cotton (Heh. IJoray) to the verb IJ,aweru, 'shall 
become white, pale'. Cf. NEB. 

10. Those who are the pillars of the land will be crushed: RSV 
follows the traditional derivation of the Hebrew salf,.1eyha from Nl, 
'support, foundation'. However, this yields a sense which scarcely fits 
with the context. The rendering 'weaver' spinner' (cf. NEB) is to be 
preferred, derived from a verb i41ah, 'to weave'. Cf. Akk. satu; Coptic 
stit. So BHS. The verb crushed is then to be taken in a metaphorical 
sense as 'downcast, despondent'. 

11. The princes of Zoan are utterly foolish: There is a measure of 
connection, both in character and content, between vv. II-IS and 1-4. 
It may well be, therefore, as Wildberger contends, that they once 
formed part of the same prophecy. Yet this possibility is of only 
limited assistance in ascertaining the political background and date of 
vv. II-15. There is an almost timeless quality in the denunciation 
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which these verses offer concerning the folly of the political advisers of 
Pharaoh, who are described as the princes of Zoan. Zoan lay in the 
north-eastern delta region of Egypt, and, along with Memphis, is 
frequently mentioned in the Old Testament as an Egyptian city. The 
role of the princes of Zoan in Egyptian politics had clearly become 
common knowledge in Judah, although it is entirely unclear whether 
a specific Egyptian policy is in mind. The wise counsellors of 
Pharaoh: Egypt was famed for its wisdom, and there is no doubt that 
Israel's own traditions of Wisdom were deeply influenced from this 
quarter. 

Very evident in the present context is the close connection between 
such 'wisdom' and political counsel. The present prophecy appears 
more concerned to deride and discount such Egyptian claims to an 
exceptional political sagacity, than to challenge its advocacy at a 
particular time. It denounces all Egyptian counsel as folly, rather than 
the counsels of a single epoch. 

1.2. Where then are your wise men: If the wise men of Egypt were 
truly as wise as they claimed to be they would know the purpose of 
Yahweh, the God oflsrael. The author of the prophecy, appears to be 
familiar with the Isaianic teaching to be found in 18: 1-6 and 20: r-6 
that Egypt had embarked on a political path which would lead to its 
ruination. The verb and make known is pointed as Qal ('know') in MT 
and is here, rightly, corrected to the Hiph 'il. 

13. The cornerstones of her tribes: Heb. has the singular 'corner' 
(pinn41), which may be taken collectively, but more probably the 
plural pinno.1 should be read. The noun tribes must clearly be taken 
loosely as 'regional communities, ethnic groups'. 

14. The LORD has mingled within her a spirit of confusion: The 
Heb. verb here translated mingled means 'mixed, poured in' (miisa!{). 
Hence NEB reads 'infused'. LXX reads 'within them', i.e. the 
Egyptians, which is to be preferred. With subtle irony the prophet 
contends that what the Egyptian princes are advising is sheer folly and 
will lead to disaster. At the same time he argues that this folly has 
been implanted in them by Yahweh who is doing it in order to punish 
the Egyptians. Even the folly of man, therefore, may serve the pur
poses of God. From the point of view of the author's readers in Judah, 
however, the verses are designed to discourage any looking to Egypt 
for political support. The situation would appear to be that of an age 
much later than Isaiah's. The phrase in all her doings has the singular 
noun in Heb., and the RSV text follows LXX. 

15. And there will be nothing for Egypt: The verse has evidently 
been added by a late redactor by means of a quotation from Isa. 9 : 14. 
The stimulus for the addition seems to have been provided by the 
association of palm branch and reed with Egypt. 

SALVATION FOR EGYPT 

19:16-25 

In this section there follow five short sayings, each introduced by the 
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familiar connecting formula in that day (vv. 16, 18, 19, 23, 24), which 
deal with the future fate of Egypt. They have been added as a series of 
supplements to the primary prophecy concerning Egypt in 19: 1-15, 
and cannot derive from the prophet Isaiah himself. Their outlook is 
universalist in tone, and they consist largely of reflections upon the 
role of Egypt in its future relationship to Judah, rather than in 
connection with any readily definable historical events. It is ex
tremely unlikely that they all come from the same hand, although the 
dependence of vv. 24-25 on v. 23 suggests the possibility that these 
two sayings belong together. However, even this is not a necessary 
deduction to be drawn. How such redactional additions came to be 
made is not entirely clear, since they each appear to centre on a single 
theme. However, what occasioned the interest in this theme is 
generally obscure. Unlike earlier prophecy it appears unnecessary to 
suppose that some specific political crisis has aroused a renewed 
interest in Yahweh's purpose for Egypt. Altogether they point to a 
generally positive and saving picture of the part that Egypt will play in 
the future, and this is especially marked in the final saying (vv. 24-
25). 

As to the date of the sayings, little in the way of clear-cut criteria 
present themselves so that opinions have differed widely. The 
attempt of Erlandsson, pp. 76ff. (cf. also Mauchline), to defend an 
eighth century date and Isaianic authorship is wrong. Yet so also are 
the attempts of Duhm and Marti to place them as late as c. 150 BC. 

Probably Schoors comes closest to being right in suggesting a date 
towards the close of the Persian period in the fourth century. We 
should regard a post-exilic origin as assured, and it is unlikely that 
there is much in the present book of Isaiah that originates from as late 
as the Hellenistic age. 

16. In that day the Egyptians will be like women: The connective 
formula in that day relates the saying loosely to the future, and does 
not of itself presuppose any notion of an eschaton, although it 
subsequently came to be understood in such a fashion. The present 
addition adopts a threatening tone towards Egypt and evidently 
regards the admonitions and warnings ofvv. 1-15 as still unfulfilled. 
That this is so allows the further elaboration that Judah will itself be 
the source of the folly and confusion which will exist in Egypt, 
because this land will strike fear into the heart of every Egyptian. It is 
this linking of Yahweh's purpose for Judah with his threatening plan 
regarding Egypt which provides the basis for the redactor's inclusion 
of this comment. It appears that the citation of 9: 14 in 19: 15 has 
suggested to the redactor the idea that the stretched-out hand of 
Yahweh referred to in 9: 12 will be extended over Egypt. 

17. And the land of Judah: The title land of Judah is significant, 
since such a territorial definition for the Jewish community after the 
exile is not frequently found. Under Persian rule the Jewish 
community in the land is often referred to as 'Judah and Jerusalem' 
(Ezr. 4: 6), or 'Judah and Benjamin' (Ezr. 4: 1). No doubt in the 
present usage a strong traditional element from the past is present, 
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but here too it is noteworthy that the more familiar 'land of Israel' is 
not used (Ezek. 40 :2, etc.). No clear indication is given why it is the 
land which strikes terror in the hearts of the Egyptians, but the 
implication is that it is because Yahweh has a 'plan' which concerns 
this land. Wildberger suggests the possibility, but no more, that the 
saying may have been connected with the campaign of the Persian 
ruler Cambyses (battle of Pelusium, 525 BC). 

18. In that day there will be five cities in the land of Egypt: This 
verse forms the second saying illustrating how salvation will come to 
Egypt. The circumstantial detail, and in particular the mention of five 
cities which appear to be known to the author, point in the direction 
of features which have already been realised, and which the author 
regards as important pointers for the future. The 'swearing allegiance' 
to Yahweh must indicate the presence in Egypt of proselytes who had 
joined themselves to Jews already living in Egypt, most probably in 
cities close to the borders of Judah. Jer. 44:1, 15 mention four 
localities to which Jews had fled in the sixth century, but there were 
certainly other Jewish migrant communities in Egypt, as the fifth 
century Jewish letters from Elephantine (modern Aswan) show. 
Under Persian oversight it is probable that such Jews enjoyed con
siderable religious freedom, which is presupposed by this verse. 
Loyal Jews in Egypt had attracted to themselves native Egyptian 
proselytes who made use of'the language of Canaan' (Hebrew, or, less 
plausibly, Aramaic. Cf. the Elephantine letters in Aramaic) in their 
worship. The identity of the City of the Sun (Heb. 'fr haheres; 1Qis", 
Targ. ha}J.eres) is most probably Heliopolis; cf. Jer. 43: 13. 

19. In that day there will be an altar to the LORD: The presence of 
an altar in Egypt, devoted to the worship of Yahweh, has occasioned 
much discussion in connection with the date of this prophecy. There 
can be little doubt that the author's intention here is to provide legit
imation for something that had already come into existence in his day. 
A popular connection has been found by many commentators with the 
temple of Leontopolis in Egypt which, according to Josephus (Jewish 
War, VII: IO :2) was founded byOnias, the sonofthehighpriestSimon 
the Just, i.e. Onias III. In this case a second-century date for the 
prophecy would have to be inferred. But this is probably too late a 
time, and in any case what is referred to here is an altar, not a full 
temple, together with a standing pillar (Heb. ma~~ef2ah). This latter 
should have been prohibited to Yahweh worship according to Dt. 7: 5; 
12 : 3, so that this law was apparently being discounted. It can scarcely 
have been unknown, and presumably was not thought to apply be
yond the borders of Judah. The Jewish military colony at Elephantine 
had had a temple at Yeb in the fifth century, but its location in Upper 
Egypt precludes the view that it is that which is being referred to here. 
Most probably the present verse derives from the fourth century, 
before the end of the Persian period, when Jewish settlers in Egypt 
had established some form of cultus there, which is here seen to mark 
the beginning ofYahweh's blessing of the Egyptians. The location in 
the midst of the land of Egypt is not to be taken literally, but the fact 
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that it was not at the same location as the pillar is clear. The pillar 
was a standing pillar of stone, set up usually at a 'high-place' (Heh. 
bamah; cf. P. Vaughan, The Meaning of'bama' in the Old Testament, 
pp. 9ff.) as a mark, or symbol, of the deity's presence (cf. Jer. 2: 27; Dt. 
7: 5) commands the.destruction of such pillars at erstwhile Canaanite 
shrines. See L. Delekat, BHH, II, col. n69. 

20. It will be a sign and a witness to the LORD of hosts: The 
prophetic element enters into this redactor's comment with the assur
ance that the pillar will be a sign (Heh. '6_r; cf. on 7: r r) and witness 
(Heh. •e!l) that Yahweh has promised to help the Egyptians. As a 
result, when they are threatened by oppressors (the Persians?), he will 
act to deliver them. For and will defend, rQisa reads 'and will come 
down', but MT can stand. 

21. And the LORD will make himself known to the Egyptians: 
The author appears intentionally to recall the earlier time when 
Yahweh had made himself known to the Egyptians by sending 
plagues upon them (Exod. 7-12). At that time, however, the effect had 
been simply to elicit the awe and respect of the Egyptians, but not 
their turning to Yahweh as the true God. Now the promise is made 
that the Egyptians will participate fully in all the cultic rites of 
Yahweh, signifying their full allegiance to the God of Israel. 

22. And the LORD will smite Egypt: How this 'smiting' will take 
place is not made clear. Either through plagues, as in the earlier time 
(cf. Exod. 12: 23, 27, where the same verb nagap is used), or by means 
of 'the oppressors' (Heb. lo~a~im) referred to in v. 20. This mention of 
further punishment, after the conversion of the Egyptians, comes 
belatedly, and seems to represent the work ofan expansive editor who 
felt that the Egyptians should not be let off without punishment. 

23. there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria: The prophecy 
of the eventual salvation of the Egyptians is now enlarged further to 
include Assyria, suggesting to many commentators that it was added 
in the third century, with the division of the land of Israel between 
the Ptolemaic (Egyptian) and Seleucid (Syrian-Assyrian?) empires. 
This is by no means a necessary deduction, since the political situ
ation which emerged then offered little encouragement to the kind of 
visionary hope expressed here. Nevertheless, the expectation of a 
great highway from Egypt to Assyria may well reflect the inter
national trade and commerce of the Hellenistic age. 

24_ In that day Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria: 
The meaning is that Israel will take an equal share with Egypt and 
Assyria in supporting the prosperity and welfare of the earth. The 
'third part' is not a question of ranking (i.e. 'third place'), but rather 
implies that Israel will be as great as Egypt and Assyria. The title 
Israel must certainly include a territorial aspect here, and its use 
appears to point to the hope of the restoration of a national-political 
entity oflsrael. However, its scope is not clearly defined. 

25. whom the LoRD of hosts has blessed, saying: It is better to 
read 'which (i.e. the 'earth' ofv. 24, reading the verb as ber'!1ah, with 
third fem. suffix) the LORD of hosts ... '. The full incorporation of 



173 ISAIAH 20: I 

Egypt and Assyria into the blessing of Yahweh will be demonstrated 
by his gift to them of the land and his confirmation of their right to it. 

A PROPHETIC SIGN CONCERNING EGYPT AND ETHIOPIA 

20:1-6 

fhe present prophecy has a number of connections with, and simi
larities to, those of 14: 28-32 and 18: 1--6. In each instance Isaiah's 
prophecy takes the form of a declaration concerning the impending 
fate of a foreign power, but with a very real consciousness that Judah 
was potentially looking to this foreign power as an ally. The present 
prophecy is presented as a sign and a portent against Egypt and 
Ethiopia (v. 3), but it is clear from the initial reference to its date (v. I) 
that its immediate setting was the fate of the Philistines. This locates 
the prophecy in the time of the revolt, led by Ashdod, against Assyria 
in 713-7n, and this period must cover the three years of Isaiah's 
walking naked and barefoot (v. 3). Isaiah's action is then interpreted 
in v. 6 as representing the fate of Egypt and Ethiopia in whom the 
inhabitants of this coastland had trusted. By this latter title the 
people of Philistia, especially of Ashdod, must be meant (so H. 
Donner, p. 115, against Marti, Duhm, Hoffmann, Huber). 

There are, however, a number of peculiarities about the prophecy 
which call for closer investigation. The chronological note in v. I 
would presuppose the collapse of the Philistine revolt with the fall of 
Ashdod in 71 l. It is natural then to assume that this event had 
occurred when the prophecy was given, since its fall is made into 
something of an object lesson of the fate of those who trust in Egypt 
and Ethiopia (v. 6). So Duhm, Marti, Gray, Procksch, Fohrer. Yet it 
loses much of its character as a true prophecy if this event is already 
presupposed, and Isaiah's action as a sign of the fall of Egypt and 
Ethiopia is more than a little confusing as v. 6 interprets it. Donner 
counters this objection (pp. n4f.) by seeing v. 2. as a parenthesis, and 
placing the prophet's interpretation of his action in 71 I, before 
Ashdod had fallen. Yet this is to assume that this sign-action was 
originally intended as a warning of the fate that awaited Ashdod. We
may draw the following conclusions: 

(1). The prophecy, in its present form, presupposes the fall of 
Ashdod in 711, after its abortive attempt at rebellion against Assyria. 
The failure of the revolt is also presupposed by v. 6, which, in spite of 
the future tense will say in that day regards the fall of Ashdod as proof 
of the worthlessness of relying upon Egypt and Ethiopia for military 
assistance against Assyria. 

(2). A sign-action by Isaiah in which he walked naked and barefoot 
for the space of three years (713-7n), was intended by the prophet 
originally to foretell the fate of the Philistines, especially those of 
Ashdod. There is no reason to suppose that Isaiah waited for two years 
in order to explain his action, but evidently, as vv. r-2 show, this 
behaviour had lasted for some time when the present interpretation 
was made. 
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(3). The prophecy, as it is now formulated, is directed against 

Egypt and Ethiopia to warn of their fate (vv. 3-4), although this was 
not the prophet's initial purpose in adopting his strange mode of 
behaviour. It has become the aim of the prophecy at a time, after 7n, 
when Judah was still inclined to look to Egypt and Ethiopia for 
support against Assyria, probably after Sargon's death in 705. If so, 
then the present form of the prophecy must be related to the revolt of 
705-701, rather than to that of 713-7n to which Isaiah's original 
sign-action was related. Fohrer and Huber, p. 107, regard v. 5 as a later 
addition, and this may well be the case. Whether, as Barth, p. 9 note, 
following Duhm and Eichrodt, argues, the account was originally 
formulated by the prophet in the first person and has been recast in a 
third person narrative form cannot be certainly determined. We may 
then date the prophecy as it now stands to the period c. 705 when 
Judah was being encouraged to join a coalition led by Egypt against 
Assyria. Cf. also 18: 1-6. 

20 : 1. In the year that the commander in chief: The year would be 
711, when Sargon defeated and captured Ashdod. Judah's involve
ment in the rebellion was evidently not sufficient to entail any serious 
consequences for Hezekiah. The note must derive from a redactor 
who has focused on the action of Isaiah at this time as the basis upon 
which the prophecy is built. It may be that the whole unit belongs to 
this period. More probably, however, the interpretation of vv. 4-6 
(Dietrich, pp. 130-2, would see only vv. 4 and 5 as preserved in an 
Isaianic form) belongs to the period closer to 705 when a renewed plan 
for the withdrawal of allegiance to Assyria was in the air, this time 
with the initiative coming from Egypt and Ethiopia. The title of the 
Assyrian commander in chief (Heb. tartan) means literally 'the 
second' (i.e. after the king). Ashdod was one of the five main 
Philistine cities. 

2. at that time the LoRD had spoken by Isaiah: Wildberger regards 
the account of Isaiah's performance of the sign-action as forming part 
of a separate collection of narratives about the prophet. In this case the 
precise significance of the reference at that time would have been 
clearer. As it is a measure of tension is created by the fact that the 
comment in v. 3 indicates that it was only after three years that the 
meaning of the prophet's action was given. Yet this can scarcely have 
been the case without depriving it of much of its character of a sign. 
Isaiah can hardly have waited until the meaning was plain to everyone 
before publicly declaring its purpose. We have suggested above that 
the purpose of the prophet's action was to foretell the downfall of 
Ashdod and the revolt which it sought to lead. 
Go, and loose the sackcloth from your loins: Usually sackcloth was 
worn as a sign of mourning (cf. 2 Sam. 21 : ro), and no clear reason is 
offered to suggest that this had been the case with Isaiah. Such cloth 
was woven out of a rough material, usually goat's hair, and it may 
have been worn more generally by the poorer classes. Here it is not 
clear whether it refers to a tunic-like coat, or to a simple waistcoast. 
and take off your shoes: The Heb. MT has the singular 'shoe', but the 
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plural is supported by rQis" and the ancient versions. The prophet's 
behaviour was evidently to simulate the condition of prisoners of war, 
and its character as a 'sign' is most readily explicable as a forewarning 
of the fate that would befall Ashdod in its revolt against Assyria. 
Whether the prophet went about entirely naked, or whether he re
tained a brief loincloth has been discussed by commentators, but 
makes no difference to the prophetic character of the action. 

3. the LORD said, 'As my servant Isaiah has walked 
naked .. .': If the narrative is based upon a first person report from the 
prophet himself, as Durun suggested, then evidently some recasting 
has taken place here for the sake of the narrative form. (But cf. 
Hoffmann, p. 74 note, who regards the prophet as referring to himself 
in the third person for the sake of the divine speech form). for three 
years as a sign and portent: For the action of the prophet as a sign 
(Heb. '6-1) and a portent (Heb. mop@ see on 8: 18. The period of three 
years reflects the time from the beginning of the Philistine revolt 
until the fall of Ashdod to Sargon, which effectively ended it (713-
711). Almost certainly Isaiah must have indicated the purpose of his 
sign-action from its inception, so that the fall of Ashdod and the 
failure of the revolt would establish its rightness. We cannot follow 
Donner, p. 115, therefore, in regarding the present prophecy as deriv
ing from a time in 711 before Ashdod had fallen. Rather, it represents 
a later reapplication of the prophet's action, when his pronouncement 
about the failure of the Philistine revolt had been shown to be right. 
The reference of the prophet's action against Egypt and Ethiopia 
reveals this new application. The promise of Egyptian aid had proved 
useless to Philistia when they had rebelled against Sargon, yet it was 
not Egypt that had suffered the consequences of their seductive 
promises. When later (?705) these promises were still held out to 
Judah, they would prove no more reliable then than they had pre
viously. The present third-person form would appear to be con
stitutive of the prophecy in its extant form as a warning against Egypt 
and its proferred aid. 

4. So shall the king of Assyria: The indefiniteness of the royal title 
may be deliberate (cf. Sargon in v. 1), since Sargon had died in 705, 
awakening new hopes of rebellion in the western coastal states, this 
time led by Egypt. The prophetic element arises from the sense that 
Egypt remained unpunished for its blandishments. The proper ful
filment of this threat must be seen in the defeat of the Egyptians by 
Sennacherib at Eltekeh in 701. The phrase to the shame of Egypt 
must certainly be regarded as a gloss (so Duhm, Marti, Gray, Fohrer, 
Donner, etc.). 

S• Then they shall be dismayed and confounded: The verse is 
clearly dependent on the following and must be regarded as a later 
addition, directed. against the people of Judah who had trusted in 
Egypt and Ethiopia to their own political ruin (so Fohrer, Huber). 
When Egypt is punished it will not be its people alone who suffer, but 
those who were foolish enough to trust in its support. because of 
Ethiopia their hope: The reading their hope (Heb. miflfti/µi.m) is 
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supported by 1Qls", where the MT has 'the one to whom they looked' 
(Heb. mabbii[iim, from the verb nbr 'to look'). However, mabbiitenu 
is used in v. 6, so MT may very well be correct in v. 5. 

6. And the inhabitants of this coastland will say in that day: The 
phrase in that day is not in LXX and may be a later addition. The 
question of the identity of those referred to as 'the inhabitants of this 
coastland0 is contested. Procksch, Fohrer and Donner, p. 115, relate it 
to the Philistines, whereas Duhm, Marti, Huber, p. III, Hoffmann, 
p. 74, would include the other rebellious states, especially Judah. The 
title naturally points to Philistia, but this renders the meaning 
strange, since Ashdod had been punished first in 711, whilst Egypt 
fared better then. The verse clearly intends the lesson of Philistia's 
misplaced trust in Egypt to provide an example to Judah, if it also 
maintains such a trust. To this extent, although the primary reference 
must be to Philistia, the obvious relevance to Judah is clear. The 
difficulty arises in part because Isaiah's quite precise sign-action and 
prophecy regarding Ashdod and its fate has been extended to relate to 
the later situation of 705. 

A PROPHECY OF THE FALL OF BABYLON 

2:i::1-:i:o 

The subject ofthe prophecy in 21: 1-10 is the coming fall of Babylon 
(cf. v. 9), which is shown to be an event which is still in the future 
from the perspective of the prophet. The attackers who are to ac
complish this overthrow are the Elamites and Medes mentioned in 
v. 2. Much discussion has consequently centred upon the question of 
the historical situation that is presupposed, and the possibility, con
sequent upon the answer to this, of whether the prophecy derives 
from Isaiah himself. We may consider three major possibilities for the 
background, each of which has found its supporters. First, if we are 
to consider the possibility of Isaianic origin, we must note that 
Babylon was attacked and captured by Sargon II in 710 BC. It was then 
subsequently attacked and overthrown again by Sennacherib in 700 
and 689. Several scholars have been attracted to locating this prophecy 
at the time of Sargon's attack in 710. So W. E. Barnes,JTS (1900), pp. 
583-92; E. Dhorme, RB 31 (1922), pp. 403-6. More recently S. 
Erlandsson, The Burden of Babylon, pp. 81-92, has linked the 
prophecy with one of the battles of either Sargon II or Sennacherib 
against Merodach-baladan, favouring most of all that of the year 700. 
There are, however, enough serious difficulties in the way of such a 
conclusion for us to discount this possibility, and with it also that of 
Isaianic authorship. It is clear from v. 2 that it is the Elamites and 
Medes who are the enemy of Babylon, not Assyria. Median partici
pation in an attack led by Assyria is scarcely sufficient to account for 
the failure to mention Assyria at all in the prophecy. Furthermore, in 
Hezekiah's time Babylon was a potential ally of Judah (cf. eh. 39), 
which would scarcely agree with the exultant note expressed in the 
prophecy over Babylon's fall (vv. 9-10). Thirdly, this hostile attitude 
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towards Babylon centres upon a knowledge of her many religious 
images (v. 9), which can most readily be explained as a consequence of 
Jewish experience of exile in Babylon. 

A second possibility is to link the prophecy with the period of the 
Babylonian exile and of chs. 40-55 of the book. Cf. Isa. 47. In this case 
the prophecy, which still awaits the fall of Babylon, would have to be 
placed c. 540 BC. This date is advocated by G. Fohrer, A. Schoors, P. 
R. Ackroyd, Exile and Restoration, p. 223. In this case it may be 
regarded as parallel with 13: 17-22. More recently, however, J. 
Vermeylen, pp. 327f., has advocated a date for this prophecy between 
485 and 476 BC, ascribing a similar date both to 13: 17-22 and 24: 1-13, 
18b-20. In this year the Persian ruler Xerxes II suppressed a revolt of 
Babylon. Whilst there are certain attractive features about 
Vermeylen's suggested date, we may conclude that the time c. 540 is 
most likely as the period of most direct consequence for Judah con
cerning the fate of Babylon. However the later date cannot be entirely 
ruled out. 

It is striking that a prophecy directed against Babylon should be 
introduced as concerning the wilderness of the sea (but see below), 
when the content so clearly marks out the subject as Babylon. 

2I : I. The oracle concerning the wilderness of the sea: Since the 
subject of the prophecy is a threat to Babylon the meaning of wilder
ness of the sea is very obscure and various proposals for emendation 
have been made. NEB takes the word for sea (Heb. yam) to be an error 
for 'day' (Heb. yom). Cf. G. R. Driver,JSS 13 (1968), pp. 46f.; HTOT, 
p. 182. Gesenius suggested that we should read 'deserts' (Heb. mi4.
barim), thereby eliminating any word for sea, although this does not 
really appear convincing. Other scholars have suggested understand
ing yam to mean 'west', i.e. 'western desert', which would require 
that we locate the author still further east in Media or Persia. Equally 
improbable is the attempt to explain sea as a reference to the 
Euphrates. BHS would read the verb yehmeh, 'one is sighing, groan
ing'. More attractive than such emendation is the suggestion of J. 
Vermeylen, p. 326 note, that we should see here a counterpart to the 
Akkadian mat tamtim, 'land of the sea'. No entirely convincing 
explanation has been forthcoming, but possibly the title has arisen 
from v. 13 ('oracle concerning Arabia'), with its implication ofa desert 
region. yam would then be understood as a secondary insertion 
needed to dissociate the two prophecies. As whirlwinds in the 
Negeb: The attack of Babylon would be as fierce and sudden as the hot 
windstorms of the southern desert (of Judah). 

2. A stern vision is told to me: The noun vision came to be used 
quite freely for the content of a prophetic revelation so that its combi
nation with the formula is told to me discloses nothing specific about 
the manner of the prophet's reception of his message. The use of the 
passive verb is told serves further to maintain a discreet reserve about 
the way in which the message was perceived by the prophet. Cf. above 
on 5 :9. the plunderer plunders: The Heb. gives a strong alliterative 
sound to the words (Heb. habbo_ged bo_ge[D. It is preferable, however, 
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to follow the Syriac in reading the participle as passive: 'the traitor 
(Heb. bg.d, 'betray' rather than 'plunder') is betrayed' (cf. NEB). 
Similarly we should follow with 'the spoiler is despoiled' (Heb. ssJd, 
'to ruin, despoil'). The meaning evidently is that retribution is about 
to be exacted from Babylon, the despoiler of nations. all the sighing: 
better 'groaning' (Heb. 'anlp:a_ah is best taken as a lengthened 
feminine form of ,ana!Jah). I bring to an end: Heb. hisbatti can better 
be pointed as an imperative hasbiti, 'stop groaning', i.e. stop com
plaining. Hence NEB's 'no time for weariness'. 

3. Therefore my loins are filled with anguish: The prophet de
·scribes the emotions that seize him as he recognises the awesome 
content of his message. The note of terror is aroused by the frightful 
slaughter which he saw was about to take place, even though inwardly 
he perceived that Babylon would only be suffering herself the same 
fate that she had inflicted on others (v. 2). 

4. My mind reels, horror has appalled me: The shock and horror 
of what was to overtake Babylon overwhelms the prophet. The 
imagery is no doubt intentionally poetic, designed to intensify the 
portrayal of the severity of the coming catastrophe, but we may never
theless infer that the prophet sensed emotionally a sympathy for all 
who suffered in war, however deserved their fate. the twilight I 
longed for: The image is entirely poetic and hyperbolic, meaning that 
the strong emotions the author has experienced will not quickly pass 
away. By such vivid empathy with the victims of the conflict which he 
describes, the poet creates the verisimilitude of being an onlooker of 
the battle. 

5. They prepare the table: K. Galling, Festschrift Weiser, p. 57, 
reads 'spear' (Heb. selalJ) instead of table (Heb. sullµjn), but this is 
improbable since the prophet wishes to describe the princes preparing 
to enjoy a feast, when suddenly they are called to arms because the 
enemy is at the gate. The tradition that the night when Babylon fell to 
the Meda-Persian armies in 538 was one of intended festivities is 
echoed in Dan. 5. If such a tradition were known to the author here, 
then his composition would require a date some time after that event. 
The phrase they spread the rugs is omitted by LXX, but this was 
probably because the noun ~apil, rugs, was not understood. Kimchi 
took it to mean 'lamps'. Arise, 0 princes: i.e. the princes of Babylon 
who will have to lead the defence of their city. oil the shield: Such 
oiling was not only a preparation for battle, . but also a form of 
religious dedication of the weapons before their use in battle. 

6. Go, set a watchman: The watchman is the prophet himself, and 
the portrayal of the prophet's function as that of a watchman was 
evidently a firmly established tradition in Israel. Cf. Ezek. 33: 1-9. 
Yahweh appointed a prophet to proclaim publicly a knowledge of the 
events which were about to take place, which could be compared with 
the task of the city watchman who was responsible for keeping guard 
in order to give immediate knowledge of impending danger. 

7. When he sees riders, horsemen in pairs: The riders are the 
cavalry of the Elarnites and Medes attacking Babylon, and the prophet 
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now gives warning that their attack is about to begin by imaginatively 
describing the instructions given to the Babylonian watchman. The 
phrase horsemen in pairs must refer to chariots drawn by pairs of 
horses (cf. NEB). riders on asses, riders on camels: This emends the 
Heb. MT, and reads re/ieb., 'lines of,' as the participle rokeb., 'riders'. Cf. 
1Qis". However, the Heb. text makes adequate sense without such 
alteration. 

8. Then he who saw cried: The Heb. MT reads 'the lion', but this 
is obviously a textual corruption of'the lookout' (Heb. haro'eh), which 
is supported by 1Qis". The apparent distinction made between the 
speaker (the prophet) and the watchman is a result of the poetic 
idiomatic construction, rather than any psychological dissociation 
within the prophet's own mind. By portraying the experience of the 
watchman the prophet intimates the nearness and certainty of the 
event of Babylon's fall which he perceives as about to happen. 

9. And, behold, here come riders: The attack is launched against 
Babylon, exactly as the watchman had been forewarned to anticipate, 
and immediately his message passes over to describe the outcome of 
the battle. Fallen, fallen is Babylon: The repetition of the verb, 
which is not followed by the LXX, heightens the dramatic effect. The 
tyrant nation which has overthrown so many others is now itself 
swiftly and dramatically overthrown. 

IO. 0 my threshed and winnowed one: The prophet now turns to 
address his audience of fellow Judeans, and is immediately conscious 
of the sufferings 'threshing and winnowing'-which they have 
received at the hands of the Babylonians. This could indicate that the 
prophet was himself among the Judean exiles in Babylon, but this is 
not a necessary conclusion. Those who had remained in Judah after 
587 had much to remember the Babylonians for with anguish and 
bitterness. R. B. Y. Scott, VT 2 (1952), pp. 278-82, would apply the 
epithets to Babylon, but this appears improbable. In his concluding 
comment the prophet reveals the full depth of his personal interest in 
the judgment coming upon the people of Babylon. 

PROPHECIES CONCERNING ARABIA 

2I :n-17 

The three prophecies which are contained in these six verses are all 
addressed to regions of Arabia. The first is addressed to Dumah (v. 
II), the second to Tema (v. 14) and the third to Kedar (v. 16). It is 
evident from its form, and the markedly hostile attitude expressed 
towards the people of Kedar, that the third of these prophecies is 
rather different from the preceding two. Moreover, the content of this 
third prophecy, combined with the tradition which associated Kedar 
with Dumah and Terna as sons of Ishmael (Gen. 25 : 13ff.), indicates 
that it has been composed and added to the previous two as a further 
interpretation of them. It is, in fact, a reapplication of the threat con
tained in these earlier prophecies to a new situation which had arisen. 
That this brings its most probable time of origin down to a relatively 
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late date appears certain. The nature of the new enemy is not 
specified, but it may possibly be inferred that it is one of the Hellenistic 
rulers of the Ptolemaic, or perhaps even the Seleucid, era. The quite 
specific affirmation that this threat will certainly be fulfilled within a 
year (v. 16), points to a military and political situation in which action 
was expected almost immediately. 

Much less clarity exists regarding the two earlier oracles in vv. 
II-12 and 13-15 respectively. Oum.ah was an oasis in the Arabian 
desert (Gen. 25: 14; present day El-Joi), although the LXX translates 
the name as 'Idumea' (Edom), which would be in agreement with the 
reference to Seir, a region ofEdom, in v. II. A yet further possibility 
of understanding is presented by the fact that the Heb. word dumiih 
means silence. It has been suggested that this was an intentional 
reference in view of the obscurity of the watchman's answer in v. 12. 
However, we must accept the originality of the reference to the oasis 
of Dumah as the most probable, and the LXX's understanding as 
derivative and secondary. This is all the more probable in view of the 
linking of the very obscure oracle of vv. n-12 with that concerning 
Tema in vv. 13-15. The question then arises of the date that is to be 
attached to both prophecies. Clearly anything like certainty on this 
question is impossible to come by, but the fact that 21: 1-10 has been 
concerned with Babylon suggests that this may be the unnamed 
enemy of Arabia of both oracles in vv. 11-15. In this case we are 
directed to the military attack upon Arabia by Nabonidus (555-539 BC), 
and the severe repression of the region in 550-545 BC. In particular 
this could help to clarify the strange ambivalence of the first oracle, 
promising deliverance to be followed by further darkness. Such a 
background has been suggested by Schoors, Wildberger and Fohrer as 
the most likely, and clearly excludes authorship by Isaiah. 

21: 11. The oracle concerning Dwnah: For the variant under
standing ofDumah, see above; but almost certainly the desert oasis of 
Gen. 25 : 14 is meant. One is calling to me from Seir: The construc
tion is poetic and imaginative, since the prophet is the watchman 
(Heb. somer), who senses someone calling to him from the moun
tainous southern region ofSeir. Possibly the intention was to suggest 
that this was the voice of a fugitive from Arabia, or simply an 
informed observer on the southern fringes of the sown land who 
wanted to know what was happening in the desert. what of the night: 
The question is used metaphorically to ask when the period of mis
fortune, which we can best associate with that of Babylonian rule and 
oppression, will have passed. We are no doubt also meant to assume 
that a significant political or military event had recently occurred 
which indicated that the night might soon be over. Hence NEB's 
'what is left of the night?' (the Heb. uses the preposition min which can 
be partitive). In general there appears to be an attitude of sympathetic 
understanding of the suffering of Arabia which would be most intel
ligible if Judah were suffering as a result of the same oppressor 
(Babylon). 

12. Morning comes, and also the night: The conjunction of morn-
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ing and night creates an apparent contradiction which seems to be 
tantamount to no answer at all. However, once the metaphors are 
interpreted the contradiction is greatly eased. Morning is coming, i.e. 
the period of Babylonian oppression will soon be over; but it will in 
turn be followed by another period of night when another oppressor 
will appear. 

13. The oracle concerning Arabia: It is evident that a separate 
oracle begins here and extends as far as v. 15. It directly concerns the 
two oases of Dedan (v. 13) and Terna (v. 14), addressing the caravan 
traders of Arabia about a military attack and defeat which the two 
oases have suffered. No clear indication of the identity of the attacker 
is made, but a broad impression of sympathy for those who have been 
attacked is expressed. This suggests that the enemies of the Arabians 
were also the enemies of Judah to whom the prophecy was delivered. 
Only a general connection of position and context can suffice to point 
to Babylon as the enemy, since otherwise a whole range of possi
bilities present themselves. It is the association with Babylon which 
suggests the time of Nabonidus' attack in 550 BC. In the thickets of 
Arabia: The LXX omits the summarising sub-title, but the concern 
with Arabia is secured by the references to Dedan and Terna, which 
lay in the north-west of that country. The address is to the caravans of 
Dedanites who are exhorted to bring help and relief to fugitives from 
a battle. Probably Israelite familiarity with the caravan traders of 
Arabia, and possibly also the flight of Judeans into Arabia, made this 
mode of address particularly appropriate. 

14. To the thirsty bring water: The concern for the welfare of the 
fugitives indicates the prophet's own sympathy with the defeated 
Arabians, which serves to support the belief that the prophecy 
concerns an attack by Babylonian forces. 

15. they have fled from the swords: The battle had already taken 
place according to this portrayal, although it is possible that a truly 
prophetic aspect is present and the prophet's intention was to declare 
that it would result in the defeat of the Arabian inhabitants. More 
probably, however, the purpose was to express some element of 
sympathy v,:ith those who had already become the victims of battle. 

16. For thus the LORD said to me: This third saying is from a 
much later writer than the preceding two, and introduces a third 
Arabian region, Kedar (Gen. 25: 13). However, it appears from its con
tent that its purpose is to assert that the time of judgment upon Arabia 
is now close at hand, within a year. Thereby it takes the threat of the 
preceding verses in a more eschatological sense, but insists that this 
punishment will soon come. A date in the third century BC would 
appear quite possible. The tone of vv. 16-17 is consistently hostile. 
Within a year, according to the years of a hireling: The purpose 
of the comparison with the years of a.hired worker is to introduce 
the element of careful and exact counting that such a contracted 
worker would be expected to display. all the glory of Kedar will 
come to an end: The fame of Kedar concerned its considerable 
wealth, amassed through its caravan trading, and this had been 
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promised to Israel according to Isa. 6o: 7. In this comment such 
wealth (Heb. ka!zo{f) was quickly threatened with destruction, 
apparently because its existence symbolised a threat to Judah. What 
the Kedarites had striven so hard to gain would quickly be taken from 
them. In such a punishment the author evidently saw a measure of 
righteous retribution for what he regarded as Arabian greed. 

THE UNFORGIVABLE DAY OF JERUSALEM'S COMPLACENCY 

22:1-14 

The prophecy of 22: 1-14 is given a heading concerning the valley of 
vision, which serves to bring it into conformity with the general 
pattern exhibited in the previous prophecies against foreign nations 
and cities. It has been taken by a redactor from v. 5, and gives to the 
overall prophecy a slightly different significance from what its 
original context implied. The valley of vision would appear to be an 
allusion to Jerusalem, as shown by the reference to Judah in v. 8, 
perhaps because Jerusalem and its destiny were seen as the primary 
subject oflsaiah's preaching(= vision). We may compare 21 :2 where 
'vision' is used of the prophecy. The rest of the prophecy (vv. 1-4; 
8b-14) clearly concerns Jerusalem, as vv. 8b-n further substantiate. 
Yet vv. 8b-n are undoubtedly an addition to the original prophecy 
and imply a defeat and downfall of the tumultuous city referred to in v. 
2. Vv. 8b-11, therefore, are to be regarded as a later addition, and do 
not derive from Isaiah himself (so G. B. Gray, G. Fohrer, H. Donner, 
p. 128, B. S. Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis, p. 23 note). They 
clearly look to a situation when Jerusalem was threatened with siege, 
and imply a disastrous outcome to this because the people had failed 
to consider the purpose of Yahweh (v. II). There is much to indicate, 
therefore, that the day referred to in v. Sb was not that of 701 when 
Jerusalem was threatened by Sennacherib, but that of 587 when the 
city fell to Nebuchadnezzar. These verses presuppose the downfall of 
Jerusalem, not its deliverance. Similarly, v. 4 refers to the destruction 
of the daughter of my people, and implies the destruction of Jerus
alem which did not take place until 587. This verse too, therefore, 
must be a post-587 addition. However, vv. 5-Sa, which concern the 
valley of vision, would also appear to point to a threat in which 
Jerusalem was actually attacked and overthrown (cf. the battering 
down of walls, v. 5). This too, therefore, fits the situation of 587 much 
better than it does that of 701. Furthermore the references to soldiers 
from Elam and Kir (v. 6) corroborates this Babylonian setting, and J. 
Vermeylen, p. 338, would see the reference to the valley of vision as 
an allusion to Babylon, comparing Ezek. 3 :22; 8 :4; 37: 1. However, v. 
8, with its reference to the covering of Judah, shows that Judah
Jerusalem is the subject of the picture of warfare and once again the 
'taking away' of this covering must imply that God has withdrawn his 
intention of protecting Jerusalem so that it has been overthrown. 
This also points us to what happened in 587. The original prophecy 
from Isaiah is then to be seen in vv. r-3, 12-14 (0. Kaiser makes this 
vv. 1b-4, 12-14;]. Vermeylen,p. 339, wouldseeitasvv. 1b-3, 7, 12-14). 
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The circumstances of Isaiah's prophecy can be deduced with reason
able clarity, and have been the subject of relatively strong agreement 
among scholars. Jerusalem had been delivered from a major threat of a 
military nature, and the people were filled with rejoicing at their 
escape. Against such celebrations Isaiah inveighs, because the people 
have shown no sense of grief and lamentation over the sufferings that 
had been brought upon Judah more generally. The occasion is that of 
701 when Hezekiah's surrender to Sennacherib (2 Kg. 18 : 13-16) 
spared Jerusalem the ruination that befell the rest of Judah (cf. I: 1-
8). Later scribes and editors of Isaiah's prophecies have then seen in 
this sharp condemnation by the prophet of the exultation at the sparing 
of Jerusalem in 701, which became the subject of a very elaborated 
tradition (cf. chs. 36-37), a reason for its subsequent downfall. Probably 
v. 4, which Vermeylen, p. 337, ascribes to a Deuteronomistic hand, is 
the earliest of these, intimating that the destruction of Jerusalem, 
which had been avoided in 701 was now inevitable. A further post-587 
addition has then been made in vv. 8b-u developing the theme thatthe 
inhabitants of the city had trusted in their defences of a military nature 
instead of turning to God. Vv. 5-8a have finally been added to fill out 
the picture of how this judgment befell Jerusalem at the hands of the 
Babylonians, apparently under the impact of the allusions to Babylon 
in 21 : 2. The structure of the prophecy overall, therefore, shows a 
marked consciousness of the tension between the fate of Jerusalem in 
701 and that which overtook it in 587. Isaiah's prophecy appeared to 
offer some resolution of this tension by indicating that the behaviour 
of the citizens of Jerusalem after their escape had offended Yahweh. 
We may compare the similar resort to belief in a flaw in Hezekiah's 
conduct regarding the Babylonians as an explanation of the sub
sequent defeat of the city described in eh. 39. 

22 : I. The oracle concerning the valley of vision: The heading 
has been taken from v. 5, where valley of vision must mean 'valley 
seen in a prophetic vision'. The location must be Jerusalem, but none 
of the valleys on the approach to Jerusalem bore this title. It is point
less to suppose that it means the valley where the prophet's home 
was; rather we should see it as a redactor's way of achieving harmony 
with the other prophecies introduced by the heading The oracle 
concerning ... 
What do you mean that you have gone up: The meaning is 'What 
right have you to go up ... ?' The inhabitants of Jerusalem were 
alive with excitement in celebrating their deliverance from the threat 
of siege and destruction by Sennacherib. Hezekiah's timely surrender 
had spared them the anguish and suffering of battle. Yet Judah had 
been ruined (cf. Sennacherib's boast of having destroyed forty-six of 
its towns; ANET, p. 288), and no thought had been given to those 
who had not been as fortunate as the inhabitants of Jerusalem. Isaiah 
saw the occasion, not as a time for rejoicing but as a call to penitence 
and remorse for the ruin of the country. Fields and towns had been 
ravaged and destroyed and only Jerusalem had been spared. to the 
housetops: The implication is .that the roofs of houses were places 
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where festivities of eating and drinking were celebrated, although it is 
possible that the allusion is to rites of (illicit) worship performed in 
honour of various household or personal gods. This seems unlikely, 
however, since it is not made the explicit point of the prophet's 
rebuke. 

2. you who are full of shoutings: The very noise and din of the 
celebrations is contrasted sharply with the anticipated din of battle 
which had so unexpectedly been averted. Hence your slain are not 
slain with the sword alludes to the people lying in drunken stupor 
where, only a short time before, it was feared that they would be 
killed in battle. 

3. All your rulers have fled together: This must refer to the army 
commanders who had all abandoned their posts (cf. ANET, p. 288). 
Hezekiah had consequently been left with a much depleted army with 
which to resist Sennacherib, and this fact may have contributed to his 
decision to surrender. without the bow they were captured: the 
phrase is meaningless as translated and it is preferable to emend with 
1Qlsa to 'without a bow being bound (Heh. ,asurah)'; i.e. they did not 
even wait for the battle to begin but fled before any attempt to resist 
was made. NEB retains the MT but understands it differently as 
'huddled together out ofbowshot'. The Heh. 'ussaru is understood as 
'bound together, huddled together'. All of you who were found 
makes little sense, and it is better to emend with NEB to 'all your 
stoutest warriors' (Heb. 'ammi~ayik instead of nimfa'ayili). We can 
then omit the following 'uss'ru, were captured, as a dittography from 
the preceding line; the reading is then perfectly intelligible as 'all 
your best warriors have together fled far away'. 

4. Therefore I said: 'Look away from me .. .': See above for the 
view that this verse is not from Isaiah, but represents the work of a 
later redactor who has found in the behaviour of the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem after their deliverance in 701 a reason why they had sub
sequently to be punished. This makes best sense of the reference to 
the destruction of the daughter of my people which is a reference to 
the destruction of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 587. It is men
tioned as an event that lay still in the future from the perspective of 
Isaiah's time, but which had in reality already taken place when the 
redactor added this cry of lament. Very poignantly it recognises that 
the horror which had overtaken the people was too terrible for any 
comfort to soften the grief; cf. Lam. 2: 13. The construct relationship 
may be used epexegetically, 'the daughter which is my people', or the 
reference is quite specifically to Jerusalem pictured metaphorically as 
the daughter of Judah. 

5. For the Lord Gon of hosts has a day: Vv. 5-8a now fill out the 
picture of the destruction of Jerusalem with armies of chariots and 
horsemen at the city's gates. The reference must be to the attack of 
Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BC, and this is borne out by the allusion to 
'Elam' and 'Kir' in v. 4. These nations formed a part of the forces 
attacking Jerusalem. The imagery ofYahweh's day against Jerusalem 
is found in 2 : 12-22 which has no doubt influenced the language of 
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the redactor here. in the valley of vision: The title has been chosen by 
the redactor to describe the approaches to Jerusalem as the city which 
formed a primary subject of Isaiah's prophecy = vision. There is no 
need to follow G. R. Driver,JSS 13 (1968), p. 47 in reading 'valley of 
disaster'. 
A battering down of walls is very obscure. Cf. NEB's 'rousing cries 
for help'. For such a rendering (connecting Heb. qir, 'wall', with a 
verb qirfqur, 'to shout, raise an alarm'), see M. Weippert, ZAW 73 
(1961), pp. 97-9. 

6. And Elam bore the quiver: The reference to the presence of 
warriors from Elam and Kir is occasioned by the fact that these must 
have constituted a part of the forces of Nebuchadnezzar's army in 587. 
Very plausibly, however, the redactor has felt that it is specially 
appropriate to mention these peoples because of the reference in 21 : 2 

to the 'stern vision' in which they appeared. 
With chariots and horsemen: Heh. has 'chariots of a man' ('agam) 
which can best be emended to ,ariim, 'Syria', indicating another 
region from which the attackers have come. The region of Kir has not 
been properly identified. The verse spells out the circumstances in 
which the punishment of the citizens threatened in v. 4 was brought 
to realisation. 

7. Your choicest valleys: The language shows that an event that 
had already taken place was in mind, picturing the great military army 
that had gathered in the valleys of Judah. The presence of the horse
men completely prevented any escape from the doomed city. 

8. He has taken away the covering of Judah: The reference is to 
God who had withdrawn his protection from Jerusalem so that no 
adequate defence existed to prevent the Babylonian forces from work
ing their will of destruction. The purpose of the verse is to explain 
why the divine protection which was believed to have prevented the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 701 (cf. chs. 36-37) would not avail against 
the Babylonians. The same problem is clearly at the back of the inter
pretation of the tradition of the coming of the Babylonian emissaries 
to Jerusalem (Isa. 39). 
In that day you looked to the weapons: It is evident that v. 8b begins 
a new section, and it becomes clear from the contents of these verses 
that 8b-11 were introduced before 5-8a. The fact that the citizens of 
Jerusalem had looked to the weapons of the House of the Forest, 
which was the armoury of the royal palace complex (I Kg. 7 :2-5), 
instead of to God, shows that they had misplaced their trust. The 
redactor who has added these verses has been very conscious of the 
rebuke which Isaiah gave to his people for their trust in military 
alliances and strength instead of in God (cf. 31: I). In searching 
for reasons why Yahweh had not protected Jerusalem from the 
Babylonians (in 598 and 587), he sought to find this in the wrong 
attitude displayed by the people then. Even when Yahweh had 
delivered them the people had falsely ascribed this to their own 
defensive preparedness, instead of to the power and faithfulness of 
God. Hence he had been compelled to leave them to the mercy of the 
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Babylonians in order to show up the falseness of their faith. The 
opening phrase In that day is slightly ambiguous. It is taken here to 
refer to the day of Jerusalem's fall to the Babylonians in 587, since this 
was when the city was actually destroyed. It could, however, be 
referred to the 'day' of 701, finding in the false trust of the people at 
that time a reason for their later defeat. The House of the Forest was 
the royal armoury, which is called 'the House of the Forest of 
Lebanon' in I Kg. 7 :2-5; 10: 17. Possibly also a garrison was 
stationed there, although Kaiser would regard it simply as represent
ative of the larger palace area. The point is that Jerusalem trusted in 
weapons instead of in God. 

9. and you saw that the breaches of the city of David were many: 
The reading should certainly be emended to 'you filled with water the 
many pools', reading re'i!em (from ra'ah, Pi 'el, 'to fill') instead of 
re'ilem. The noun b'qia·, literally 'breach, cleft', is then taken to refer 
to a pool. Cf. NEB's rendering. The special interest of the redactor in 
the trust of the water supply of Jerusalem during a time of siege has 
quite clearly been taken from 7: 3, where the mention is largely 
circumstantial. The details of the building up of the siege defences of 
Jerusalem during the period of Isaiah's ministry have become a 
feature which the later redactor has assumed to illustrate a want of 
true faith in God. 

11. But you did not look to him who did it: The phrase him who 
did it is better expressed by NEB's 'the Maker of it all'. The phrase 
him who planned it long ago has evidently been drawn from 5 : 12, 

with its rebuke from Isaiah for those who had failed to take God's 
plans into account in their thinking. The phrase long ago appears to 
recognise the interval of time which separated Isaiah's prophecies 
from their (later) fulfilment in the fate which overtook Jerusalem at 
the hands of the armies of Babylon. 

12. In that day ... the Lord ... called to weeping and mourning: 
With this verse we return to the original continuation of vv. 1-3 in 
which the prophet elaborates further upon his invective against the 
joyous citizens of Jerusalem. The Heb. places the phrase in that day 
at the end of the line so that it does not obtain the same emphasis 
which the RSV translation suggests. The use is adverbial and no 
specific 'Day of the Lo RD' is referred to, but simply 'at that time ... '. 
When the inhabitants of Jerusalem were busy celebrating they should 
have shown concern for the appalling suffering which their country 
had endured and have expressed this through the customary signs of 
mourning. 

13. Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die: This was evidently 
a proverbial saying expressing a resigned indifference to life and its 
problems coupled with a determination to enjoy as much of life as one 
could. 

14. The LORD of hosts has revealed himself in my ears: This 
verse contains the final pronouncement of the divine punishment 
after the invective ofvv. 1-3, 12-13. For the formula for the coming of 
the message to the prophet, see 5 : 9, where a comparable expression 
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describing the revelation of God's plans to the prophet is used. Very 
probably the elaboration of the divine name The LORD of hosts as the 
source of the prophetic revelation has been added by an editor, the 
original passive formulation leaving this to be inferred. The divine 
oath which then follows provides the element of future pronounce
ment declaring the punishment that would come for Jerusalem's 
insensitive (but understandable) behaviour. Precisely how it would 
take effect is not specified, but quite evidently the inclusion of vv. 
5-8a has served to show how the exilic redactor understood this to 
have occurred. For Isaiah it was sufficient to affirm that the iniquity 
(Heb. 'awon; cf. THAT, II, cols. 243--9) would not be 'atoned for' 
(Heb. kipper, cf. THAT, I, cols. 842-57). The RSV interprets this by 
its rendering will not be forgiven you. The concluding says the Lord 
GoD of hosts is omitted by LXX and is the work of a later editor. 

A PROPHECY CONCERNING THE STEW ARD 

22:15-25 

These verses contain prophecies concerning important officials of the 
kingdom of Judah, the first of whom is named in v. 15 as Shebna and 
the second, in v. 20, as Eliakim. However, before we can consider the 
identity and significance of these names we must look at the overall 
structure of the prophecies. The first of these is to be found in vv. 
15-18 and concerns one who is both steward and who is over the 
household (i.e. palace). It is self-contained and rebukes him for the 
pretensions implicit in his preparation of a prominent tomb for him
self. The threatened punishment is that he will die in a foreign land 
(i.e. as a prisoner of war), v. 18. This is poetic in form and no reason 
exists for doubting its Isaianic origin. The second prophecy is to be 
found in vv. 20-23, also poetic in form, and concerns Eliakim, the son 
of Hilkiah, as the officer who will replace the Shebna of v. 15, and 
under whom the kingdom will come to honour and greatness, v. 23. A 
final prophecy in prose in vv. 24-25 then adds that Eliakim and the 
office he holds will come to grief. The language and imagery of this 
final prophecy is markedly dependent on that of vv. 20-23. V. 19, 
which falls outside these separate prophecies, has evidently been 
inserted by a redactor to assist the transition from the threatened fate 
of Shebna to his replacement by Eliakim, by mentioning the former's 
removal from office. 

In order to understand this unique sequence of prophecies concern
ing royal officials we must note that Shebna, who is described as 
steward (Heb. s611.en) and as 'palace governor' (Heb. • al-habbayil) in v. 
15 appears in Isa. 36:3 (= 2 Kg. 18:18) and 37:2 (= 2 Kg. 19:2) as 
'secretary' (Heb. soper). For these offices, see especially T. N. D. 
Mettinger, Solomonic State Officials, Lund, 1971, pp. 7off. Close 
examination of v. 15 shows that Shebna's name has been introduced 
secondarily from these narrative passages and that originally the 
officer who was the subject of the prophecy was unnamed and was 
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described solely as steward. This then points us to note that Eliakim 
is mentioned in 36:3, II, 22; 37:2 as the official who was over the 
household at the time of Hezekiah's confrontation with Sennacherib. 
Even more strikingly the role of Eliakim as a father to the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem and to the house of Judah and his receiving of the key 
of the house of David (vv. 21-22) points to a royal office, rather than 
to that of a palace governor. Vermeylen (p. 341) therefore suggests 
that the subject of the prophecy of vv. 20-23 is really the royal office 
and that it refers to Josiah. This is to go too far, but it is evident that 
the main centre of interest is that of the kingship, and that the palace 
governorship is quite incidental to this. Furthermore, the 'prophecy' 
ofvv. 20-23 is not from Isaiah (so Durun, Marti, Fohrer, Kaiser, etc.), 
but has been composed in Josiah's time. It is a part of the 'Josianic 
Redaction' of the collection of Isaiah's prophecies, designed in this 
instance to magnify the importance of the Davidic monarchy for Judah 
and Jerusalem. By referring to Eliakim the author intends to exalt the 
royal office of Hezekiah whom Eliakim served. The entire prophetic 
elaboration, therefore, is a part of the later perspective on Hezekiah's 
reign which saw him as a great deliverer-king (cf. Isa. 36-37, and 
especially the tradition concerning the royal sickness, Isa. 38, for 
which see below). The final two verses, 24-25, have then been added 
at a later time of disappointment and disillusionment with the 
Davidic monarchy, almost certainly after Josiah's death, and most 
probably after 587 BC. The fall of the house of Eliakim has become 
identified with the fall of the Davidic monarchy. 

22: I5. Come, go to this steward, to Shebna: The prophet Isaiah 
was bidden by God to go to meet the man who forms the subject of the 
prophecy, and the following verse makes it clear that the encounter 
took place at the scene of the man's offence-the place where he had 
dug out a tomb for himself. The name Shebna and the title who is 
over the house (i.e. palace) has been introduced secondarily from 
36 : 3 and 37 : 2 in order to link this prophecy with persons who took a 
prominent part in the activities of Hezekiah at the time of the con
frontation with Sennacherib. The original prophecy, however, either 
gave no name at all, or the name has been subsequently deleted in 
order to be replaced by that of Shebna. This insertion of the name 
probably belongs along with the addition ofvv. 20-23, as well as the 
transition v. 19. We cannot, therefore, deduce from Shebna's name in 
v. 15 anything about the date of the original prophecy, nor are we 
entitled to speculate regarding any more political motivation which 
may help to explain further Isaiah's hostility towards him. The exact 
duties of a steward (Heb. SOB.en) are not known, but he was apparently 
a relatively junior court official who, in this instance, appears not to 
have come from a family of any political eminence. His folly lay in 
wanting for himself a prominent tomb, apparently on one of the rocky 
hills overlooking the city of Jerusalem. Isaiah saw in this a sign of 
unwarranted pride, and threatened him with an unhappy end in which 
his tomb would be of no use to him, but would instead remain only as 
a monument to his vanity. It is tempting to speculate concerning 
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other ways in which the steward's actions had offended Isaiah, but of 
these we know nothing. 

I6. What have you to do here: The question means 'By what right 
have you chosen such an eminent place for your tomb?' The following 
whom have you here point to the steward's lack of high-born 
parentage. He could normally only have expected a common grave in 
the Kidron valley and his special personal concern for a prominent 
burial place among the notables of the kingdom indicated his in
ordinate personal ambition. 

17. Behold, the LoRD will hurl you away violently, 0 you strong 
man: The Heh. is difficult and the address O you strong man can only 
be interpreted as ironically contemptuous. We may, however, follow 
G. R. Driver, JSS 23 (1968), p. 481, in reading begefi., 'garment', 
instead of gel!er, 'strong one, warrior', and then in adding the pre
position k ('as'). We then obtain the rendering 'as a man shakes out a 
garment'; cf. NEB. He will seize firm hold on you: (Heh. ~atiih, 'to 
grasp') is taken by G. R. Driver in the sense 'to shake out (lice)'. 

18. and whirl you round and round: We may better render 'and 
wrap you up tightly' (Heh. fiinap, 'to wind up, wrap'; cf. mifnep~, 
'turban'). and throw you like a ball into a wide land: better 'rolling 
you as tight as a ball'. There is here a grim play upon the imagery of 
binding up a corpse with a long cloth wrap. The identity of the wide 
land is not of essential impon, since the primary point is that it would 
effectively deprive the official of burial in his self-appointed tomb. Yet 
the allusion must be to the carrying off of such a government official 
as a prisoner of war, and in this case it seems certain that by wide land 
Assyria is intended with its wide plains, so different from the rocky 
hills of Judah. In this case it is possible to suggest that the official had 
become identified with policies which Isaiah saw would lead to the 
political overthrow of Judah by the Assyrians. The most likely 
connection would then be with the advocacy of joining the anti
Assyrian revolt, either in company with Ashdod in 713-711, or with 
Egypt in 705-701. and there shall be your splendid chariots: This 
very strongly suggests that a major part of his role as steward entailed 
looking after the royal chariotry, rather than that he himself possessed 
any. The address you shame of your master's house must certainly 
refer to the king. 

19. I will thrust you from your office: This verse has been intro
duced by a redactor, possibly the same person who introduced the 
name 'Shebna' in v. 15, in order to facilitate the transition to the 
introduction of Eliakim as though he were appointed to succeed the 
steward of vv. 15-18. The sentence threatened in v. 18 is death in a 
foreign land, not removal from office, which has been made necessary 
in order to introduce the idea of a successor. The phrase and you will 
be cast down (Heb. yeher'sekii) should be emended to the first 
person, 'I will cast you down' (' eher'seka). 

20. In that day I will call my servant Eliakim: Eliakim is men
tioned in 36: 3; 37: 2 as the official who was 'over the household' (i.e. 
palace) in Hezekiah's government, where Shebna is noted as the 
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'secretary' (Heh. soper). The 'prophecy' of vv. 20-23 has been intro
duced by a redactor and provides a comment upon the role of both 
Shebna and Eliakim in Hezekiah's court. Yet vv. 21-22 make plain 
that the interest of these verses with their message of divine support 
for Eliakim was not with the palace governor, but rather with the 
person of the king himself. Thus it serves as a word of divine promise 
and reassurance for the Davidic dynasty, and its representative, 
Hezekiah. From this we may deduce the reason for its composition. 
Jerusalem had not fallen to the Assyrians in 701, and probably the 
steward of v. 15 had not been carried off to Assyria to die there. The 
Josianic redactor, conscious of the tradition of Jerusalem's deliver
ance as expressed in chs. 36-37, has then endeavoured to explain this 
by introducing the belief that the 'steward' (now identified with 
Shebna) had instead been removed from office, so that Yahweh's 
support for the house of David could consequently remain un
impaired. In these verses, therefore, we are not presented with an 
Isaianic saying, nor even with a prophecy in the normal sense of that 
term, but with an interpretation of Isaiah's saying in vv. 15-18 to 
show that it was not to be construed as in any way impugning the 
royal house of David. 

21. and will bind your girdle on him: The girdle, or 'sash' (NEB; 
Heh. 'ail.net) was a distinctive mark of dignity and office. and he shall 
be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem: The assurance carries 
over to a royal official the imagery of the role of the king towards his 
people. Cf. the title 'Everlasting Father' in 9 :6. It is unlikely that the 
author intended directly to refer to the king here, but rather to associ
ate the official with his master (cf. v. 18). 

22. And I will place on his shoulder the key: Eliakim was to 
exercise a decisive role in supporting the house of David, and in 
pursuance of this was to have the key of the palace. This must be 
taken as a metaphorical reference to control over all officials who were 
appointed to work there. He would supervise the king's affairs includ
ing those ofroyal appointments. The verse is cited in Rev. 3 : 7, and is 
related to 'the power of the keys' ascribed to Peter in Mt. 16: 19. 

23. And I will fasten him like a peg in a sure place: The simile is 
that of a tent-peg securely fastened in firm ground, and is intended to 
show the saving benefit that would come to Judah under his leader
ship. The point of such an allusion must be seen in the tradition that 
came to be associated with the year 701 concerning Jerusalem's 
deliverance from Sennacherib (chs. 36-37; cf. my book Isaiah and the 
Deliverance of Jerusalem, eh. 3). As this tradition developed a central 
point of its significance was the belief that God had acted in that year 
'for the sake of his servant David' (Isa. 37 : 35; 38 : 5). 

24. And they will hang on him the whole weight of his father's 
house: ,This and the following verse are the work of a later editorial 
hand who has elaborated further upon the imagery used about 
Eliakirn. Their intention is clear: to affirm that the prosperity and 
safety promised to Eliakim would not last, and, by implication, 
neither would that of the Davidic dynasty. The addition, therefore, is 
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from after the time of Josiah's death in 609, and almost certainly from 
after 587 when the last king of the Davidic dynasty, Zedekiah, had 
been removed from the throne of Judah. The downfall of Eliakim has 
become synonymous with the downfall of the royal Davidic family of 
which he was a servant. In this context it is not clear whether the 
elaboration of the imagery of the 'peg', now interpreted as of a peg 
fixed in a wall, can be pressed in all its details. The accusation that the 
whole weight of his father's house would be suspended from him 
could be taken as a charge of nepotism. Possibly this, was felt to be a 
genuine indictment of certain royal officials generally, or perhaps it is 
to be understood metaphorically to mean that too much was made 
dependent upon the king and the court for the good of the nation (cf. 
the 'father' of the inhabitants of Jerusalem in v. 21). In any case it is 
evident that the metaphor of the peg (Heb. y4leJ[) in v. 23 is under
stood differently in v. 24, so that the tent-peg has become a peg on a 
wall. It is very improbable that any connection at all is to be seen with 
the 'Eliakim, servant of Jehoiakim' mentioned on a seal from Beth
shemesh. Cf. W. F. Albright,JBL 51 (1932), pp. 77-106. 

A PROPHECY AGAINST PHOENICIA 

23:1-18 

The prophecy against Phoenicia which brings to a conclusion the 
whole series of prophecies against foreign nations in 13-23 is a 
difficult one, both on account of the relatively poor state of preser
vation of the text and also because of the uncertainty concerning its 
historical background. There is even some question whether the 
prophecy was originally addressed to Sidon only, as Duhm, Marti, 
Kaiser, Vermeylen (pp. 342ff.) argue, or whether it concerns both 
Tyre and Sidon as the representative cities of Phoenicia. 

We may note four major epochs to which the prophecy has been 
ascribed, before attempting to define further its most probable time of 
origin. Very attractive, because it would point in the direction of 
Isaianic authorship, is the period of Assyrian attack upon Phoenicia in 
705-701, under Sennacherib. In this case an association with the 
affairs of Judah, which was involved in the same rebellion against 
Assyria, would be evident. Sidon was attacked and overthrown, and 
Luli its king was forced to flee to Cyprus. Supporting such a back
ground for the prophecy are S. Erlandsson, The Burden of Babylon, 
pp. 97-101; W. Rudolph, 'Jesaja 23, 1-14', Festschrift F. Baumgartel, 
Erlangen, 1959, pp. 166-74, and A. Schoors. 

There is little, however, to support the claim for Isaianic author
ship, since, as H. Wildberger notes (pp. 863f.), neither the language 
nor the ideas are Isaiah's. Once we abandon this position, but stay 
within the period of Assyrian imperial power which the gloss in v. 13 
points to, then we may consider the time of Esarhaddon (681-669), 
who conducted two campaigns against Phoenicia. H. Wildberger 
favours this background, as does J. Vermeylen, who would locate the 
prophecy in the time of Sidon's destruction in 678. 
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A third possibility is to relate the poem to the Persian period and to 
link it with the siege and capture of Sidon by the Persian ruler 
Artaxerxes III Ochus in 343. This is the period favoured by Duhm, 
Marti and Kaiser. Yet a fourth possibility emerges, preferred by 0. 
Procksch, G. Fohrer and J. Lindblom, ASTI, IV, 1965, pp. 56-73, 
which is to relate the poem to the defeat and capture of Tyre by 
Alexander the Great in 332 BC. Among these possibilities some clear 
preference has to be established, and we may take the presence of the 
glossator's additions in v. 13 as a sure sign that the original com
position belongs to the Assyrian era. There is no need, with Duhm, 
Marti, Kaiser to emend Tyre to read 'Sidon' in v. 8, and to conclude 
that the poem originally only concerned Sidon, since this one city has 
apparently been singled out as the major representative of all 
Phoenicia. Besides the glosses in v. 13 it is possible that v. 5 is also an 
insertion. Vermeylen would also remove vv. 9 and II as later 
additions. This conclusion is probably not necessary, however, and 
Rudolph and Wildberger, would defend the essential unity of vv. 1-14. 
If we rule out Isaianic authorship, then the most likely setting for the 
poem is that of Esarhaddon's attack upon Phoenicia in the years 679-
671, the precise year ofSidon's fall being uncertain. 

The form of the poem is that of a lament for an event that has 
already taken place, and we may then follow most recent commen
tators (with the exception of Rudolph) in regarding this as actually the 
case. It is not then a true prophecy, although it has been turned into a 
future pronouncement by the addition of vv. 15-18. This in fact 
consists of two additions, vv. 15-16 and 17-18, which treat of Tyre 
under the image of a harlot plying for trade. Wildberger would ascribe 
these additions to the immediate post-exilic period, linking the 
seventy years mentioned with the period of the Babylonian exile, 
whereas Vermeylen and Schoors would bring their time down into 
the Hellenistic age. It is the inclusion of these additions, especially 
the second of them, which turns the original lament into a future 
pronouncement and introduces a positive, hopeful note. 

The additions in v. 13 must be placed earlier than the time of the 
additions in vv. 15-18, and associate the threat against Phoenicia 
with the Babylonians. This must be an allusion, made by a later 
editor, to Nebuchadnezzar's unsuccessful siege of Tyre (585-573), 
which is the background to the prophecies of Ezek. 26-28; Jer. 27 :3; 
47:4. 

23: I. The oracle concerning Tyre: The title is an editorial 
addition, made in conformity with that for other foreign nation 
oracles, and the mention of Tyre has been drawn from v. 8. For the 
history of Phoenicia, cf. D. M. Harden, The Phoenicians, London, 
1962; D.R. Ap-Thomas,POTT,pp. 259-86. 
Wail, 0 ships of Tarshish: The name Tarshish is taken by W. F. 
Albright, RASOR 83 (1941), pp. 14ff., to mean 'refinery' and is 
usually located at Tartessos on the southern coast of Spain, probably 
close to present day Huelva. It was destroyed by the Carthaginians 
towards the end of the sixth century BC, but the name continued in 
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use after that time to describe the region where the settlement had 
stood. I Kg. 22 :49 shows that ships of Tarshish was freely used to 
describe merchant ships of several ports of origin. For Tyre is laid 
waste. The name Tyre is not in the Heb. and v. 2 shows that Sidon 
was being referred to. We should follow NEB (cf. HTOT, p. 183) in 
reading mal2.f1, 'harbour', instead of the unintelligible without house 
(Heb. mibbayi1). The following words or haven should then be read as 
ma!J.6', 'port of entry' (so NEB), referring to Sidon as the place of 
landfall for sailors journeying from Cyprus (Heb. kittim). 

2, Be still, 0 inhabitants of the coast: The Heb. reads strangely 
with such a command and it is preferable to emend to The inhabi
tants ... 'are ruined' (nigmu instead of dommu). Then merchant, 
singular in the MT, needs to be emended to the plural, with the 
ancient versions. The contrast is made between the bustle and wealth 
of the world-renowned sailors ofSidon and the deathly silence that lay 
over their city after its sack and overthrow. your messengers passed 
over the sea follows the reading of1Qls". 

3. your revenue was the grain of Shihor: Shihor was in the Nile 
valley, and the harvest of the Nile should either be emended to 'its 
harvest' (NEB) or omitted altogether as an explanatory gloss (so 
Kaiser). 

4. Be ashamed, 0 Sidon: The city is likened to a woman who had 
remained unmarried and childless. NEB very plausibly emends be 
ashamed to 'cries in her shame' (reading b'f2.6scr) and omitting sea 
(Heb. yam) from the phrase for the sea has spoken, which gives no 
proper sense. 
I have neither travailed: Sidon had become deprived of her young 
men and women so as to become like a woman who had never borne 
children. 

5. When the report comes to Egypt: The sense of the text as trans
lated in RSV is very obscure and Kaiser and Wildberger omit a gloss. 
The reference to Tyre is unexpected, especially as Kaiser and Vermey
len regard the original lament as concerned only with Sidon. However, 
we may take the apparent reference to Tyre (Heb. ~or) as a misunder
standing arising from its original sense here as 'distress, siege' (from 
~ur, II, 'to bind, besiege'). We can then read 'as news of distress', 
which makes better sense of the preposition k. The assumption is that 
the Egyptians, who had enjoyed long trading connections with Sidon, 
would share in the anguish over the city's downfall. 

6. Pass over to Tarshish: Vv. 6-9 develop an interpretation of the 
fall of the city, which v. 8 clearly identifies as Tyre, by affirming that it 
has suffered its fate as a punishment from Yahweh, made necessary on 
account of the city's great pride (cf. Ezek. 26-28). For Tarshish, see 
comment above on v. 1. The settlement was in Spain and had 
evidently attained an almost legendary reputation as a source of 
wealth. 

7. whose origin is from days of old: The great antiquity of Tyre 
and Sidon made their downfall all the more humiliating and painful to 
consider. whose feet carried her to settle afar: The metaphor 
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provides a splendid picture of the remarkable mercantile enterprise of 
the Phoenician people who had founded Carthage and developed the 
ancient Mediterranean trade routes. 

8. Who has purposed this against Tyre: The reference to Tyre is 
rather unexpected after the exclusive concern with Sidon in vv. 1-4 
and has led Duhm, Marti and Kaiser to emend to 'Sidon' here (reading 
~idon instead of fOr). Cf. also v. 12. This may be correct, but it is more 
probable that the author not only associated the two cities closely with 
each other, but intended his reference to the fate of Sidon to be 
expressive of the fate of all Phoenicia. The phrase the bestower of 
crowns is difficult and NEB would prefer to read as 'the city of battle
ments', taking the Heh. verb as internal hiph' il and regarding the 
phrase as metaphorical: 'which (displays) crowns', i.e. battlements.' 

9. to defile the pride of all glory: Read the IQ ls" 'to humble every 
proud one, to bring greatness into contempt-all the earth's most 
honoured ones'. Cf. BHS. 

10. Overflow your land like the Nile: Instead of overflow (Heb. 
'ilz'ri) we should read 'till' (literally 'work', Heb. 'i!z.'4u) with LXX 

and 1Qls". Then omit like the Nile as a gloss. The citizens ofTarshish 
are commanded to forget their trade which was dependent on the 
mercantile enterprise of Sidon and to return to work their land. there 
is no restraint any more: The word restraint (Heb. mezalJ; literally 
'girdle') is odd, and should be emended to mii/Joz, 'market, harbour'. 

11. He has stretched out his hand: The subject is Yahweh, the 
God of Israel; but it is better to transpose the two halves of the verse 
and to read 'The LORD has given command ... ' at the beginning. 
strongholds (Heb. ma'uz'neyhii) should probably be emended to 
'markets' (ma'z'neyhii). Cf. HTOT, p. 183. 

12. arise, pass over to Cyprus: The trading links between 
Phoenicia and Cyprus had been long established and well known. The 
flight of Luli to Cyrpus in 701 was also a widely known fact, so that 
the command to flee there must be understood as a reflection of the 
knowledge that the island provided a suitable refuge for the oppressed 
rulers of Sidon. 

13. Behold the land of the Chaldeans: The phrase is undoubtedly 
a later addition made after the period of Assyrian domination had 
passed and re-applying the lament to Tyre in the Babylonian era. Its 
setting must be that of Nebuchadnezzar's prolonged and unsuccessful 
siege of Tyre in 585-573, which forms the background of Ezek. 26-
28. Some commentators have consequently regarded the entire verse 
as a later addition, and this may well be correct. However, the Heb. is 
very obscure (cf. RSV margin) and does not mention Tyre specifi
cally. If we omit the land of the Chaldeans and this is the people as 
two separate glosses, then it is possible to understand the remainder 
of the verse as a poetic elaboration of the military attack on Sidon 
and its destruction. To apply the entire verse to the assault by 
Nebuchadnezzar upon Tyre runs into the difficulty that the island 
fortress did not in the end succumb to the Babylonian attack. 

14. Wail, 0 ships of Tarshish: The original lament over the fall of 
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Sidon is concluded with a repetition of the refrain from the opening 
verse. 

15. In that day Tyre will be forgotten for seventy years: The first 
half of the verse has been interpolated so that the verse originally ran 
'In that day ... it will happen to Tyre as in the song of the harlot'. 
The reference to seventy years is then a part of this later addition. 
However, it is clear (see above) that vv. 15-16 are an addition made to 
the lament over the fall of Sidon in vv. 1-14. The addition compares 
Tyre, which is taken to have been the subject of the lament, to a 
harlot. Cf. Nah. 3 :4, where a similar metaphor is used of Nineveh. 
Presumably a scribe felt the lack of any clear denunciation of 
Phoenicia in the lament and has added the simile about the ageing and 
forgotten harlot in order to provide one. Tyre's great reputation in 
trade is likened to the profession of a harlot on account of its promis
cuity and emphasis upon outward show. There is a marked tone of 
irony and contempt for Tyre, the opulence of which is evidently 
resented. The date of the addition is hardly capable of being deter
mined. A yet later scribe has then added a reference to seventy years 
as the period during which Tyre will be forgotten. The significance of 
this period is evidently that of a normal human life span-like the 
days of one king. 0. Kaiser would relate the addition of vv. 15-16 to 
the siege and capture of Tyre by Alexander the Great in 332. Tyre had 
fallen, and the Jewish scribe saw in this fall both a fresh fulfilment of 
the lament of vv. 1-14 and a sign that all her merchant enterprise 
had been judged by Yahweh. In this case it is attractive to follow 
Kaiser further in linking the seventy years with the restoration of 
autonomy to Tyre by Ptolemy II Philadelphus in 274 BC. However, 
it is probable that the addition in v. 15, will be forgotten ... At the 
end of seventy years ... , has been added before vv. 17-18, which 
picks up the reference and elaborates upon it. This first reference to 
seventy years would then have been intended as a sign of how 
completely the city will have been forgotten for a whole generation 
(cf. Jer. 25 : 12; 29: 10). 

16. Take a harp: The comparison of merchant trading with 
'harlotry' was a popular one (cf. Rev. 18: rff.), and contained its own 
element of disapprobation. The city of Tyre is then compared to an 
ageing prostitute whom nobody any longer wanted. There may have 
been a deliberate intention of associating the city with the kind of 
bawdy song which would have been sung in the seaports of the 
ancient orient. The implication of the comparison is that Tyre, like 
the prostitute in the song, would have to try very hard in order to be 
remembered at all, so devastating would be her judgment. 

17. At the end of seventy years: The mention of seventy years in 
the addition to v. 15 has prompted a further elaboration which has 
given to the lament a more hopeful and reassuring prospect. Tyre will 
eventually become prosperous again. It is attractive to follow Kaiser 
in linking this addition with the time of Tyre's rehabilitation by 
Ptolemy II in 274. The purpose of the addition is to recognise the 
right of Tyre and its people to return to their former trade and 
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prosperity, but to assert that it would, henceforth, be dedicated to the 
service of Yahweh. Possibly the people of Judah were already con
scious of the benefits to themselves of Tyre's enterprise, but no doubt 
also such prophecies as those of Isa. 6o: 5, 9 have influenced the 
addition here. The period of seventy years has then been loosely 
calculated from the time of the city's fall to Alexander (332) to that of 
its rehabilitation (274). 
and will play the harlot with all the kingdoms: The verse picks up 
the imagery used in vv. 15-16, but this time in a more neutral sense. 

18. Her merchandise and her hire: The verse provides a fitting 
conclusion for the entire series of foreign nation prophecies in chs. 
13-23 by returning to the theme that ultimately the wealth of all 
foreign nations will be brought to Judah as a tribute to Yahweh as the 
true God. There is, therefore, a broad framework of eschatological 
expectation which has been given to the whole collection of such 
prophecies. After a long period of turmoil and suffering among the 
nations of the world, with that brought by Babylon forming a pivotal 
point, the remnant of Israel, scattered among the nations will return, 
bringing the wealth of the nations with them (cf. 18 :7; 19 :24-5). her 
merchandise will supply abundant food and fine clothing: The author 
was evidently familiar with the effects that Phoenician prosperity could 
have upon Judah, and almost certainly close political and trading ties 
had been established between the two peoples under the Ptolemies. 
However, the major point is to insist that ultimately the riches of the 
nations would redound to the glory of Yahweh and his people. 

The Apocalypse of Isaiah: chapters 24-27 

The four chapters which now follow (24-27) are clearly of a very 
different character from the remainder of the book, and have elicited 
an extraordinary variety of views from scholars as to their date and 
probable background. They may be referred to for convenience as 'the 
Isaiah Apocalypse', although it is improbable that they ever formed an 
independent literary unity, and several of the features which are to be 
found in later apocalyptic are lacking in them. They are certainly not, 
therefore, to be reckoned a true apocalypse, and it must be regarded as 
certain that they have been set in their present position, at the end of 
the series of 'foreign nation' prophecies oflsaiah (13-23), for a specific 
redactional purpose. They are designed to show how the fate of the 
nations, and especially of Israel among them, will ultimately be 
determined. They are concerned, therefore, with the eschatological 
turning point of human history, and it is this thoroughgoing 
eschatological character that has allowed several interpreters to 
describe the contents of chs. 24-27 as apocalyptic. They represent an 
important stage of hermeneutical development between prophecy and 
apocalyptic and thus form a bridge between the prophetic books of the 
Old Testament and the later apocalypses of the intertestamental 
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period. In this respect they are to be compared with chs. 56-66 of the 
book oflsaiah and Zech. 9-14. Cf. especially P. D. Hanson, The Dawn 
of Apocalyptic, Philadelphia, 1975; 0. Ploger, Theocracy and 
Eschatology, Oxford, 1968 (particularly pp. 53-78). 

From a literary point of view the question of the date of the contents 
of these chapters has proved to be very difficult to establish on account 
of the lack of concrete historical allusions within the various sayings. 
In any case a number of prior questions concerning the structure and 
character of the material require to be dealt with, before more general 
conclusions can be drawn. However, certain preliminary observations 
may be made which affect the general framework into which such 
conclusions need to be fitted. The first of these is that the position of 
the material shows that it has been consciously placed at the conclu
sion of the foreign nation prophecies because the overall theme of the 
new material is the role that Israel is to enjoy among the nations in the 
eschatological age. A second point would appear to follow from this, 
which is that chs. 24-27 are not to be understood solely for themselves 
but as a guide to the way in which the preceding foreign nation 
prophecies are also to be understood. For this point, cf. especially J. 
Vermeylen, I, p. 352. It is in line with this general observation that 
we find in chs. 24-27 a number of citations and allusions to earlier 
prophecies, both in Isaiah and in other prophetic books (cf. the list of 
some of these in H. Wildberger, II, p. 910). 

A third point has received a relatively strong degree of consensus 
among scholars, and this is that these four chapters must be among 
the very latest to have been inserted into the developing book of 
Isaiah. Whether this took place as a single redactional act, or whether 
a more extended process of growth and addition occurred, must be 
regarded as entirely secondary to this. A number of scholars in fact 
have ascribed chs. 24-27 to a very late date (second century BC, accord
ing to 0. Kaiser), although such extreme views raise questions about 
the broader issue of when the book of Isaiah reached its present 
canonical form. 

As to the form of the prophetic sayings in the chapters, it is evident 
that they are not all of one kind. Broad assertions concerning what 
God is about to do to the earth, and to the nations that dwell upon 
it, are interspersed with hymnic elements and thanksgivings. This 
has given rise to the theory argued by J. Lindblom. Die Jesaja
Apokalypse.Jes. 24-27, Lund, 1938, that we are presented here with a 
cantata. The idea of such a prophetic liturgy is also defended by G. 
Fohrer, II, pp. 1-41; cf. Introduction to the Old Testament, London, 
1970, pp. 369f. Such an interpretation rests upon the assumption that 
we are dealing here with a basic unity of composition in which some 
overall plan can be discerned to account for the very different units 
which appear within it. Such a view inevitably runs counter to the 
conclusions, now expressed by H. Wildberger (pp. 885--911) and 
J. Vermeylen (I, pp. 349-81) that this so-called apocalypse is not a 
literary unity at all but has reached its present form by a process of 
additions and expansions ofan original nucleus. 
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We may classify the main attempts at reaching a satisfactory inter
pretation of the material into two categories: the historical and the 
thematic. The former of these paths of interpretation has focussed on 
either of two main features within the chapters. 25: 1-5 describes with 
evident relish and exultation the overthrow of an unnamed city. B. 
Duhtn related this to the destruction of Samaria by John Hyrcanus in 
107 BC, and thus saw a generally anti-Samaritan character in the 
prophecies. Kaiser, too,· would date the whole apocalypse to the 
Seleucid era, placing it between 167 and 164. Other, much earlier, 
dates have been proposed and connections seen with major political 
events of the post-exilic age. M.-L. Henry, Glaubenskrise und 
Glaubensbewahrung in den Dichtungen der Jesajaapokalypse 
(BWANT 86), Stuttgart, 1966, relates the fall of the unnamed city with 
the fall of Babylon to Cyrus in 538. Recognising a rather later date for 
the prophecy of the fall of the city, J. Lindblom argued that it was to 
be connected with the conquest of Babylon by Xerxes I in 485 BC. W. 
Rudolph, Jesaja 24-27 (BWANT 62), Stuttgart, 1933, would connect 
the central core of the chapters with the capture of Babylon by 
Alexander the Great in 332 BC. Obviously the central assumption of 
such historical interpretations is that the unnamed city of 25 : 1-5 is 
Babylon, or some other city which embodied a major degree of 
hostility against Judah. However none of these views satisfactorily 
explains why the author failed to name the hostile city, when to do so 
was evidently so decisively important. An alternative historical 
approach has been attempted by looking, not at a city which is not 
identified, but rather at the national group which is. This points to 
the reference to Moab (25: 10) and the foretelling of its overthrow in 
25: 10-12. Cf. E. S. Mulder, Die teologie van die Jesaja-apokalipse, 
Groningen/Djakarta, 1954, and 0. Eissfeldt, The Old Testament. An 
Introduction, Oxford, 1965, pp. 323ff. However, this attempt at an 
overall interpretation of the chapters runs into the difficulty that it 
seizes upon one very peripheral passage in which an enemy power is 
named and makes this determinative for the whole. Much more 
plausibly we must regard the sayings about Moab as additions to the 
surrounding sayings and prophecies. It is these Moab-sayings which 
are out of character with their context by their inclusion of a specific 
name, rather than the context which must be adjudged defective by its 
failure to identify the enemy. Overall, therefore, we must regard the 
attempts at a historical explanation as inconclusive and unsatisfactory. 
The lack of identification of the hostile city which is to be destroyed, 
and the failure to identify the inhabitants of the earth who are to face 
divine judgment must be regarded as deliberate. The author is con
cerned with all nations and with the entire earth, rather than with one 
specific hostile neighbour of the Jewish community. 

This points us to the thematic approach as more credible and satis
factory as a way of understanding the eschatological ideas and images 
presented in the chapters. All the more is this shown to be correct 
when we follow the suggestion that the authors of the material have 
been endeavouring to interpret, by means of imagery and ideas drawn 



199 ISAIAH 24 

from prophecy, the eschatological age which they believed was about 
to dawn for Judah. There could be no point, therefore, in seeking to 
identify the city whose destruction is forefold in 25: 1-5. Rather, it 
stands as a thematic representation of the forces of evil arrayed against 
God's faithful people. Whatever may have been drawn, therefore, 
from the portrayal of the city of Babylon as the centre of such forces of 
evil, it must be understood as a symbol or representation of the larger 
reality of world evil and darkness. Such a view is advocated by H. 
Wildberger, who follows a number of earlier writers on these chapters 
(B. Duhm, W. Rudolph, 0. Kaiser; cf. now also J. Vermeylen) in 
recognising that the chapters have acquired their present form as the 
result of a long process of growth. Undoubtedly much uncertainty 
must remain about the order in which the various component parts 
came to be incorporated into the whole. Wildberger defines the 
following major sections, or phases, in the compilation of the whole: 

I. The Groundwork 
I. 24: 1-6 (with three separate additions in vv. 7----9, 10-12, 13) 
2. 24: 14-20 
3. 26 :7-21 

II. Eschatological images 
1. 24 :21-23 The end of the world kingdom 
2. 25 : 6-8 The great communion meal on Mount Zion 
3. 25: 9-Ioa The eschatological song of thanksgiving (two 

additions regarding Moab have been made in 25: 10b-11, 12) 
III. The song of the city 

I. 25: 1-5 Hymn-the destruction of the strong city 
2. 26: 1-6 Hymn-the LORD God is the protector of Jerusalem 

IV. Additions-eschatological impressions 
I. 27: 1 The defeat of the chaos monster 
2. 27: 2-5 The new song of the vineyard 
3. 27 :6-II Israel's blossoming 
4. 27: 12 The assembly of the faithful 
5. 27: 13 Return to Zion 

Wildberger concludes that it is impossible to determine for certain 
whether the material in section II or III was first inserted into the 
Groundwork. This latter he dates to the first half of the fifth century 
BC. As already pointed out, other scholars have proposed very much 
later dates than this, even when we allow some latitude for the 
process by which the additions into the Groundwork have been made. 
Certainly it becomes somewhat arbitrary and doctrinaire to insist on 
precise and firm dates, since these must inevitably remain slightly 
tentative. Howev;er, the fifth century origin of the Groundwork places 
the material firmly in the Persian period, and this seems in every way 
the most plausible setting for the elaborate eschatological ideas and 
imagery that are present in the chapters. In the growing feeling of 
frustration and disappointment that greeted the exiles who returned 
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from Babylon, and in the struggles of the Judean community during 
the fifth century, the prophecies of the book of Isaiah, in the form in 
which they then existed, were reviewed and re-interpreted in the 
belief that they disclosed the key to understanding God's future 
purpose for his people. Vermeylen (pp. 379ff.) believes that these 
chapters were re-read in an anti-Samaritan sense during the third 
century BC, but it is doubtful if any, other than very minor additions, 
were made to the text at this late stage. 

THE DESOLATION OF THE EARTH 

24:I-l3 

The basic compos1t10n is to be found in 24: 1-6, to which three 
separate additions have been made in vv. 7-9; 10-12 and v. 13. The 
original poem provides a prophetic picture of a coming world-wide 
catastrophe, which is interpreted as a judgment from God because of 
the sinfulness of its inhabitants. Great stress is placed upon the 
universality of this punishment, which is portrayed as still in the 
future, and how imminent it was felt to be is not brought out. Exactly 
what form it will take is also not made clear, but the imagery suggests 
a natural disaster of drought, and possibly also an earthquake. The 
important feature is that it will be an act of God, and no reference is 
made to the activities of hostile armies. The poet's concentration is 
upon the all-embracing nature of the catastrophe, its contrast with 
present pleasures, and its necessity as punishment for the sinful 
behaviour of the inhabitants of the world. 

The basic poem of vv. 1-6 belongs to the Groundwork of chs. 24-

27, and additions have been made to this in three stages in vv. 7-13. 
The first of these, in vv. 7-9, fills out the pictorial content of the 
coming disaster by describing the ending of all festivities. In this 
respect it indicates a somewhat mundane feature in view of the scale 
of the catastrophe envisaged. Whether particularly cultic festivities 
are intended cannot be made out. The second addition in vv. 10-12 

describes the desolation of the city of chaos. No one particular city can 
be identified, and the imagery appears to be typical of any city in the 
time when the final, eschatological, ruination comes. The final 
addition in v. 13 then makes allusion back to the Isaianic prophecy of 
17 : 16, but interprets this as applicable to all the earth and no longer to 
Israel only. Overall the material brings out the fundamental theme of 
a coming eschatological day of judgment and doom which will be 
inficted on the whole world. Evidently earlier prophecy was being 
read and reinterpreted as foretelling this day of world-judgment, and 
in this individual composition and its additions nothing is said about 
a separate destiny for Israel. 

24: 1. Behold, the LORD will lay waste the earth: There is an 
obvious element of ambiguity between 'land' and earth, suggesting 
that the eschatological prophecy here may have been developed out of 
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such earlier passages as 6 : I I foretelling the destruction of the land of 
Israel. There is no doubt, however, that the whole world is intended 
to be the subject of the threat expressed here. and he will twist its 
surface: The language appears to imply an earthquake, although it is 
possible that the disfigured contours of the land in time of drought 
may be meant. Cf. NEB 'split it open'. For the problems of the 
vocabulary, see G. R. Driver,JTS 38 (1937), pp. 41f. 

2. And it shall be, as with the people, so with the priest: No class 
of people will be exempt from the judgment when it comes, so that its 
universality and indifference to all human and religious distinctions 
will be made plain. There is no special implication of disrespect for 
the priesthood intended, but simply an affirmation that religious 
orders will not serve to protect those who hold them. God's judg
ment, when it comes, will be a truly world-wide event. 

3. The earth shall be utterly laid waste: The content of the verse 
closely follows that of v. 1, and achieves a comparable alliterative 
effect by the use of two similar sounding expressions, hibboq tibboq 
... w•hibboz tibboz. Inv. 1 the verbs are boqeq (bqq, 'to empty out'?) 
and u'f2.6l'qah (blq, 'to make desolate'?). The verb bqq is used in Nah. 
2 : 3, I I (cf. also v. 10 for blq), which suggests that this older prophecy 
has been influential here. If this is so, then it has lost any special 
reference to the destruction of Nineveh, as in Nahum, and has been 
extended to describe a universal catastrophe. A similar alliterative 
effect is striven for also in the next verse, evidently with the intention 
of using sound repetition to create a specially imposing effect of 
impending doom. 

4. The earth mourns and withers: Instead of mourns it is prefer
able to read 'lies desolate' (NEB 'shrivels'). The description would 
fit that of a severe drought, but certainly a more far-reaching and 
cataclysmic misfortune than this is in the author's mind. the heavens 
languish together with the earth. The word here translated heavens 
(Heb. marom) means 'height, high point', and by a small emendation 
(cf. HTOT, p. 184), a better sense 'high-places of the earth languish' 
can be attained. It cannot have been the original author's intention to 
suggest that heaven was also caught up in the disaster, but rather that 
everywhere on earth would come to ruin. 

5. The earth lies polluted: The cause of this world-wide catas
trophe is the sinfulness of its inhabitants. The ancient belief that sin 
is a kind of uncleanness which pollutes and defiles the earth is re
flected (Cf. Dt. 21: 1--9). for they have transgressed the laws, violated 
the statutes: The Heb. reads the singular 'statute' (IJoq), but it is 
probable that the phrase transgressed the laws, violated the statutes 
is a marginal gloss which has been introduced to fill out the clause 
broken the everlasting covenant. Exactly what covenant of Old 
Testament tradition is referred to by this latter phrase is not made 
explicit. Since it is a covenant with all mankind, Kaiser concludes that 
the covenant with Noah (Gen. 9: rff.) must be intended (cf. especially 
Gen. 9: 16 for the phrase everlasting covenant). However, it is not 
impossible that the Mosaic covenant with Israel is meant, as the 
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glossator at least seems to have understood by his reference to laws. 
In this case such laws are evidently held to be applicable to all man
kind (cf. Rom. 1: 18-23). 

6. Therefore a curse devours the earth: The curse is understood 
to be against those who transgress God's laws (cf. Dt. 27: rff.), but is 
here thought of as having a permanent power to effect the harm it 
threatens. In this way curse comes to be nearly synonymous with the 
power of divine anger against human sin. and its inhabitants suffer 
for their guilt: Guilt here is regarded as a universal condition, so that 
there is no necessity to specify what particular sins have occasioned 
such guilt. If the allusion to the Noachic covenant is intended, then 
the shedding of blood must be especially in mind (cf. Gen. 9: 6). 

7. The wine mourns, the vine languishes: Vv. 7-9 contain an 
addition to the picture ofworld-judgment given in vv. 1-6. They fill 
out the picture of the suffering that will be endured then by stressing 
that there will be no time or opportunity for festivities. The imagery 
appears rather stilted, and the general thought rather trivialising in 
view of the awesomeness of the subject matter. However, once again 
it is likely that earlier prophecy has suggested much of the imagery. 
Cf. especially Jl I : 10, where the picture of the destruction of the 
vintage by a natural disaster is described. In a severe drought, the new 
wine (Heh. tiros), still in the grape, will be ruined. All of this will 
come about as a consequence of the judgment described in the pre
ceding verses. Possibly Isaiah's references to drunkenness have 
suggested the basic idea (cf. Isa. 5: 22; 28: 7). 

8. The mirth of the timbrels is stilled. Cf. JI 1 : 12. No festivities, 
normally celebrated at the completion of the vintage, will be held. 
That these also had a cultic side to them does not directly affect the 
basic understanding. 

9. No more do they drink wine with singing: The world-wide 
disaster will ensure that there is no room or occasion for rejoicing at 
all on the part of those few who are left (v. 6). 

10. The city of chaos is broken down: This is the first mention of 
the city (Heb. qiryah) in chs. 24-27, and the problem of its identity 
has aroused considerable speculation. Vv. 10-12 form a further 
addition to the picture of coming world-judgment given in the 
Groundwork in 24: 1-6. The city of chaos (Heh. qirya.1 tohu), there
fore, must either be taken here as typical of the situation that will 
befall any city at that time, or, more probably, possesses some kind of 
typical or representative function. There is a complete lack of any 
specific national reference, and none of the activities which are 
pursued within the city differentiate it in any special way. It can best 
be understood, therefore, as a pictorial description of the body of 
organized human society, a type of 'Vanity Fair', which is to be sub
jected to the divine judgment. When God asserts his will in judgment 
he will bring to an end the existing human order, so that in a sense 
every city will be brought to chaos. The word translated chaos (Heh. 
tohu), has a distinctively mythological connotation in Gen. 1 :2 as a 
description of the primeval, unformed, state of the world, but it does 
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not necessarily convey such a specific meaning. It refers to the arid 
and barren desert in Dt. 32 : 10; Ps. 107: 40, so that it would be the 
portrayal of its desolation that is uppermost in the description here. It 
is the city destined for ruination. Cf. v. r2. 

11. There is an outcry: The reference has been determined by vv. 
7-9, and introduces a rather trivial idea. all joy has reached its even
tide: Better, read 'is dimmed', since the Heb. 'ar'f2.ah means 'has 
become darkened'. Some commentators would emend to 'has gone 
away' (Heb. 'iiJlrah). 

I2. Desolation is left in the city: The picture is certainly evocative 
of the condition of a city after a military defeat, but without any 
specific mention of a battle. 

I3. For thus it shall be: This verse makes a final addition to the 
picture of the coming universal disaster, and has been strongly in
fluenced by 17 : 6, with its picture of a remnant that will be left. There, 
in its original Isaianic context, the image was applied to the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel, whereas here it applies to the whole earth. This is 
certainly preferable to referring it to the 'city' only, since the idea is 
that only a remnant will be left from among the nations. W. Rudolph 
would transpose the verse to follow upon v. 6, but this is not 
necessary. It is the last in the series of additions which endeavour to 
fill out the picture of world-judgment, before the Groundwork 
resumes in vv. 14ff. 

THE TERROR OF GOD'S JUDGMENT 

24:14-20 

The section falls clearly into two parts, vv. r4-r6a forming a 
'doxology of judgment' describing how the inhabitants of the earth 
will praise God for his righteousness, and vv. 16b-20 picturing the 
terror and violence of the judgment of God. Several commentators 
regard the two sections as quite separate, and Kaiser would take vv. 
16b-20 as the original continuation ofvv. 1-13. However, we follow 
the division of Wildberger and understand vv. 14-20 as part of the 
original groundwork, the praise of God, and awesome nature of his 
judgment, being two contrasting sides of his divine righteousness. 
M.-L. Henry and W. Rudolph, who seek to connect vv. 1-13 with the 
overthrow of Babylon, interpret the theme of praise in vv. r4-16a with 
Jewish jubilation at the news of this. However, the sentiment ex
pressed is not a national one, but is more truly theological as an 
affirmation of the glory of the divine righteousness. Its hymnic form 
must not be allowed to mask its truly prophetic character as a foretell
ing of the song of submissive praise that will be sung by all nations 
(cf. the indefinite They lift up their voices, v. 14) over the final 
triumphant act of God. Wildberger would prefer rather to regard the 
hymn of praise in vv. 14-16a as sung by Jews in the Diaspora (cf. from 
the ends of the earth, v. 16a), in expectation that they will escape the 
final judgment. Then the picture of the awesome nature of the final 
judgment in vv. 16b-20 has been introduced in order to repudiate 
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such a premature and complacent expectation. However, it is more 
natural to understand the hymnic element as genuinely universal, 
designed to show that, in spite of its awesome character, the day of 
divine judgment will establish justice, and will therefore be an oc
casion for praise. 

14. They lift up their voices: The subject is indefinite, and can 
hardly be the inhabitants of the city of vv. 10, 12. The language is no 
doubt traditional, so that the hymnic element of vv. 14-16a may have 
been adopted from an earlier composition. The joy is occasioned by 
the final overthrow of evil, and the establishing of a kingdom of 
righteousness. Certainly there is no antecedent expectation given 
which would limit the voices of praise to those of Diaspora Jews. 
However, since only the righteous would be left after the judgment, 
there may be some implication of this sort. over the majesty of the 
LORD. The majesty (Heb. gii'on) appears in man as a form of pride, 
but is an exaltedness which is entirely appropriate as a description of 
the majesty of God. 

15. Therefore in the east give glory to the LORD: The Heb. is very 
uncertain and reads, literally, 'in the lights' (bii'urim). Kaiser 
suggests 'in the lands of light'. in the coastlands of the sea: Better 
'islands of the west'. NEB reads 'coasts and islands'. 

16. From the ends of the earth we hear songs of praise: Just as the 
judgment of God will be universal, so also will the acclamation of 
praise which affirms that it is righteous will also be world-wide. 
There is an element of conflict between this idea of universality and 
the emphasis upon the comprehensiveness of the judgment which 
will leave only a few (cf. v. 6). The phrase glory to the Righteous One 
is obscure, but probably refers to gifts of tribute to God. 
But I say, I pine away: The prophet-author now introduces his own 
contrasting reaction to the note of praise by re-emphasising that it will 
be no occasion of joy which elicits this, but a terrifying act of judg
ment. The Heb. for I pine away (riizi-li) is very uncertain and NEE 
would read instead 'villainy' (r'zilay). Kaiser would see a form of the 
word riiz, 'secret'. In this case it would be the mysterious and terrify
ing prophetic message which is interpreted as a secret mystery 
disclosed to the prophet by God. For the treacherous deal treacher
ously: The language is clearly directly dependent on that of 21 : 2, 

which seems to have been utilised because of its mysterious alliter
ative effect. Here is must refer to the wicked of all nations, and not to 
any one specific nation. Possibly the repetitious the treacherous deal 
very treacherously should be deleted as a dittography. It is omitted by 
LXX. 

17. Terror, and the pit, and the snare are upon you: The alliter
ative effect is carried still further by these expressions of a very similar 
sound (Heb. pal}ad.wiip_alJa.J.Wiip_iif)). They are all simply metaphors of 
the coming judgment, and Wildberger rightly comments that they fit 
better in the context of Jer. 48, which may have been influential here. 

18. He who flees at the sound of the terror: Exactly how God will 
bring his judgment to bear on the earth is conveyed by this heavy use 
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of metaphor. The theme of its inescapability appears to have been 
taken up from Am. 5 : 19, indicating still further the use made by the 
author of earlier prophecy in order to convey a sense of the final act of 
God's judgment. For the windows of heaven are opened: The 
imagery is taken directly from Gen. 7: II; 8: 2, and is intended to 
show that at the end-time there will be a return to the fearful con
ditions such as pertained in the time of the great Flood. So similarly 
the fact that the foundations of the earth tremble marks a return to a 
primeval condition of chaos. 

19. The earth is utterly broken: The imagery suggest an earth
quake, but quite evidently something more than a natural event 
within the order of the universe is intended. The very basis upon 
which the whole cosmic order rests will be changed and threatened. 
So the event that the prophet describes takes on a truly eschatological 
and apocalyptic dimension. 

20. The earth staggers: The imagery is more than a little forced, 
but the impression that is created is sufficiently intelligible. it sways 
like a hut: The word hut (Heb. m'limiih) refers to a temporary shelter 
made of leaves and branches. Cf. I : 8, which may well have suggested 
this particular simile to the author. 

THE REIGN OF GOD 

24:21-23 

This short section comes from an editor who has expanded upon the 
Groundwork. It presents a gripping and dramatic affirmation of the 
cosmic nature of the Kingdom of God which he will inaugurate with 
his act of judgment. Not only will the wrongdoers on earth suffer 
judgment, but so also will the powers in heaven, which either have, 
or might conceivably have, rebelled against God. One phase of history 
will have come to a close, and a totally new era will then begin. 
Several scholars (Duhm, Marti, Procksch) regard these verses as con
tinuous with 25 :6-8, from which they have been separated by the 
intervening hymn of praise (25: 1-5). Possibly the two sections did 
have a common author, since they each give expression to different 
images of the triumphant character of the end-time. They represent a 
further filling-out of the picture of the eschatological judgment of 
God, affirming the fact that it will be a full and inescapable victory for 
him. There is no hint at any specific historical context, nor any in
dication precisely when this eschatological event will take place. The 
notion introduced here, that there are powers in heaven which may 
resist the will of God, provides an important theme taken up in later 
Jewish apocalyptic writings, which pictured the final confrontation 
between God and evil as a heavenly battle, in which men had only a 
subordinate role to play. 

21. On that day the LoRD will punish the host of heaven: The LXX 

translation abbreviates this verse considerably, but this scarcely 
attests a different Heh. original. The question of the identity of the 
host of heaven is not made incontestably clear. Most probably we 
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should think of a divine army in heaven, who are thought to have 
disobeyed God. Thus the host (Heb. iall.a') would be the angelic 
beings who control the destiny of the non-Jewish nations (cf. Dt. 
32: 8). In many earlier contexts the host of heaven refers simply to the 
stars, but, if that is the case here (cf. Jer. 19:13; Ps. 33:6, etc.), it 
points to the belief that these stars were believed to control the 
destinies of nations, as the parallel with kings of the earth shows. 
More probably, however, we should think of angelic beings (cf. Dan. 
10: 13; Enoch 90 :22f.). Several commentators have discerned Persian 
(Zoroastrian) influence in this idea, which may well be justified. 

22. They will be gathered together: The imagery becomes rather 
strained and grotesque, in portraying all earth's kings as imprisoned 
in this fashion. The intention, however, is to stress the universality 
of judgment. Worldly rulers are assumed to have acted in disobedi
ence to God. There is no suggestion here that the pit (Heh. bar) is the 
underworld of Sheol. Cf. Isa. 14 : 15. 

23. Then the moon will be confounded: The intention is evi
dently to show that even the most splendid and brilliant of the 
luminaries seen from earth-the sun and moon-will pale in 
splendour before the magnificence of God when he appears. The idea 
appears to be that, when Yahweh rules from Mount Zion, he will be 
seen by the elders of Israel. Cf. Exod. 24: 9-II, which has un
doubtedly influenced the picture here. As Yahweh had once before 
revealed his glory to the elders of Israel at the time when he had 
founded the nation, so in the end-time he will disclose it again. 

THE REFUGE OF THE RIGHTEOUS 

25:1-5 
This section has been introduced here by a redactor in order to bring 
out the fact that, in the face of the awesomeness of the universal 
judgment, Yahweh will not cease to be a refuge for those who trust in 
him. The section has undoubtedly been added to still further by later 
glossators, but throughout the theme is consistent and is presented 
with a striking single-mindedness. Whatever catastrophe threatens 
the universe will hold no terrors for the man who puts his trust in 
God. The 'I' who introduces his theme of praise in v. 1, therefore, 
must be not the specific prophet-author but rather any righteous Jew. 
The language is heavily stereotyped, but evidently the effect of 
breaking-up the continuing picture of doom and disaster by pointing 
to the One who is a Refuge, achieves a certain balancing effect. It is 
this that has given rise to the impression that a specific compositional 
form as a 'cantata' (Lindblom, Fohrer, etc.) has been sought. Much of 
this structural form disappears, however, once the process of the 
building up of the sections has been noted. The precise date at which 
this section was introduced into the larger composition cannot be 
determined. 

Wildberger discerns a planned structure in this individual unit as 
follows: 
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v. Ia Reason for praising God. 
v. 1b The wonderful activity of God. 
v. 2. Thedestructionofthecity. 
v. 3. A summons to the people to praise Yahweh. 

ISAIAH 25: I-4 

v. 4. The grounds of thanksgiving. Yahweh is a refuge for the poor. 
v. 5. Hope for the future arising from present help. 

There are a number of pointers to indicate that the language has 
been made applicable to its specific setting and function here, so that, 
although stereotyped formulae appear, the composition is unlikely 
ever to have formed an independent unit. 

25: 1. 0 LORD, thou art my God: The opening invocation 
immediately establishes a relationship to God on behalf of the reader 
(or hearer), in the face of the threat of the final judgment which 
precedes it. Thereby the concern with the message of doom becomes 
more than a question of unveiling future mysteries, and establishes a 
basis for loyalty and commitment in the present. The language is 
traditional, and has emanated from hymns of praise used in worship, 
but scarcely from an independent hymn. for thou hast done wonder
ful things: Better, 'thou hast accomplished wonderful plans' (Heb. 
pele' 'e~Ql). This echoes earlier Isaianic language (cf. 9 :5; 28 :29), and 
here must refer to Yahweh's purposes which were being accomp
lished and brought to fruition through the eschatological vision of the 
prophet. plans formed of old: The word translated plans belongs 
with the preceding; then read 'from far off (or 'from of old', Heb. 
merahoq) in steadfast certainty' (Heb. '"munah 'omen; cf. H. Wild
berger, THAT, I, cols. 177ff.). 

2. For thou hast made the city a heap: The Heb. is difficult and 
has given rise to many suggested emendations. Cf. J. A. Emerton, 
ZA W 89 (1977), pp. 64-73. Read here 'fr, instead of meir. NEB 
prefers to read as a plural, 'cities'. For NEB's rendering of the verse, 
see especially G. R. Driver, Von Ugarit nach Qumran (BZAW 77), 
1958, p. 44. The phrase the palace of aliens reads strangely, and 
several commentators emend to 'violent men' (Heb. zegim for zarim). 
G. R. Driver prefers to read as a verb, 'is swept away' (cf. HTOT, p. 
184). J. A. Emerton suggests 'the palace of foreigners is destroyed' 
(reading mu'ar, Hoph 'al ptc. of'rr). 

3. Therefore strong peoples will glorify thee: The peoples are not 
precisely identified (Heb. reads singular both for peoples and cities). 
However, the intention is to affirm that, when the final judgment 
comes, foreign nations will turn to Yahweh the God oflsrael in awe at 
his achievement. cities of ruthless nations: Cities is singular in Heb. 
(to conform with 24: 1off.?), although the plural is read in LXX. In any 
case it is preferable to omit the word for 'city' (Heb. qirya.J) as a gloss. 
The basic idea is that when Yahweh finally manifests his glory other 
nations will turn to reverence him. 

4. For thou hast been a stronghold to the poor: The language is 
traditional of God's protection of the weak and defenceless, but the 
context here would suggest that the poor are to be identified with 
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pious and downtrodden Jews. For the blast of the ruthless: The 
entire phrase, commencing For the blast ... to like heat in a dry 
place in v. 5a, is a marginal comment which has been added by a 
glossator. It gives a rather wooden and clumsy interpretation of the 
metaphors used in v. 4. NEB takes the phrase storm against a wall 
(Heb. zerem qir) as 'icy storm'. 

5. Thou dost subdue the noise of the aliens: Cf. above on v. 4 for 
the recognition that the opening clause of v. 5 is a gloss. It is prefer
able with Targum to emend aliens (Heb. zarim) to 'arrogant' (Heb. 
zedim; cf. v. 2). The clause as heat by the shade of a cloud should be 
deleted as a further development of the imagery to be found in the 
gloss ofvv. 4b-5a. It is not in LXX. 

THE GREAT BANQUET OF THE NATIONS 

2.5:6-8 

The picture given here of a great festival banquet celebrated by all 
nations in honour of Yahweh, the God oflsrael, and to be held on this 
mountain forms the original continuation of 24 :21-23 (cf. Wild
berger, II, pp. 899f., 96<>). It must derive from the same author, and 
did not form part of the Groundwork. It develops in a universalist 
direction the picture of the elders who had assembled before Yahweh 
on Mount Zion given in 24: 23. Thus the mountain must be Mount 
Zion, even though the presence of the elders eating and drinking 
before God contains echoes of what happened on Mount Sinai (Exod. 
24: 9-11). The other traditional 'image' which has exercised a power
ful effect is that of the pilgrimage to Mount Zion, celebrated by the 
representatives of all nations (Isa. 2 : 1-4; cf. Pss. 96: 7f.; 72: 10; Zeph. 
3 : 9f., and especially Isa. 45 : 14 and 6o : 3ff.). Whether the idea of a 
royal banquet or of a cultic meal is uppermost makes no difference to 
the essential understanding. Finally, the nations are to join in the 
praise of Yahweh and to honour him, since they too will share in the 
blessedness which Yahweh will bring through the salvation oflsrael. 
The great feast on the mountain, therefore, provides a picture of the 
joy of the nations at the salvation of Israel and a fitting climax to the 
pilgrimage which has taken them to Zion. It also describes a 
triumphant ending of the years of grief and sorrow which have 
afflicted all nations and peoples (vv. 7-8). Many commentators would 
delete the opening clause of v. 8 He will swallow up death for ever as 
a later addition. The idea of the resurrection of the dead occurs in the 
Old Testament only as a very late idea (cf. Dan. 12: 2; see below on 
26: 19, and especially R. Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, pp. 
13off.). Wildberger (II, pp. 963f.) would defend the authenticity of the 
clause in its context, which is in any case an addition to the Ground
work of chs. 24-27. However, on balance the probability appears to be 
that it has been added by a later redactor (cf. in Zoe.). 

6. On this mountain the LORD of hosts: There can be no doubt 
that Mount Zion is intended, since the prophecy resumes the picture 
of the future broken off in 24 :23. The description of the feast then 
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simply reaffirms by the use of repetition its extreme richness and 
bountiful provision. The basic imagery is drawn from the tradition of 
a royal banquet, in this case with God as King, but ideas of a sacrificial 
meal, interpreted as a communion meal in the presence of God, and of 
the 'eating and drinking' of the elders of Israel on Mount Sinai (Exod. 
24 :9-11) have played a part. The meal provides the climax to the 
pilgrimage of the nations to Mount Zion. 

7. And he will destroy on this mountain the covering: This is not 
the veil of ignorance, as in 2 C. 3: 15-16, but the veil worn as a sign of 
mourning. The implication is that the sorrow and suffering which 
have led to the need for such tokens of grief and misery will be taken 
away. The phrase the covering that is cast requires a slight emen
dation of the Heb. text (pointing the second hallo?, 'Covering', as a 
participle halu!). 

8. He will swallow up death for ever: In spite of the defence of its 
originality here by H. Wildberger, this clause would appear to be a 
gloss. The text spoke originally of the removal of all suffering, bear
ing especially in mind the unique sufferings experienced by Israel 
since the time of the conquest of Judah by Babylon in 587 BC. The 
glossator has discerned a wider and more individual cause of sorrow 
and suffering in the fact of death itself. He has therefore understood 
the removal of the veil (v. 7) to mean the removal of death which 
occasions the wearing of veils as a sign of mourning. and the re
proach of his people he will take away refers to the special suffering 
experienced by the Jews in their exile and dispersion, which has 
made them an object of contempt and ridicule (}Jerpiih) in the eyes of 
the nations of the world. When the final vindication comes all nations 
will perceive how mistaken has been their estimate of these people. 
The picture seems to imply, although it does not explicitly state that 
there will be a return of the Jews in Diaspora to Mount Zion (cf. 
II : 12-16; 27: 12-13). The concluding formula for the LORD has 
spoken gives added emphasis to the triumphant picture of the future 
that has been given. The fact that the circumstances of the author's 
time seemed not to warrant such a triumph and expectation gave 
added cause to stress that its certainty lay in the purposes of God. On 
the verse, cf. further, R. Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, pp. 
125ff. 

ISRAEL'S FINAL SONG OF THANKSGIVING 

:zs :9-12 
This section consists of no less than three short units which have 
been added in expansion of the picture of the great feast on Mount 
Zion given in vv. 6-8. The first of these in vv. 9-1oa consists of a 
short song of thanksgiving to be sung by Israel in celebration of the 
salvation God has brought to them. It belongs closely with vv. 6-8, 
although it must be ascribed to an editor who has expanded the 
original unit. A further addition has then been made in vv. 1ob-11, by 
an editor who felt it necessary to make clear that Moab would be 
excluded from the final triumphant banquet and would, by impli-
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cation, have no share in the ultimate salvation. Instead it would suffer 
a shameful and inescapable end. The overall effect is very much that 
of spoiling the otherwise grand portrayal of the final age in which 
earth's wrongs would be righted. That a great intensity of feeling 
against Moab came to exist in Judah after the Babylonian Exile is 
shown elsewhere in Isaiah (cf. 16 :6-14). The origin of this piece is 
certainly late in the post-exilic period, but the precise political cir
cumstances which occasioned it cannot now be unearthed. It would 
be quite wrong (with 0. Eissfeldt, E. S. Mulder) to allow this short 
note regarding the fate of Moab to be used as a basis for reconstructing 
the context of the main body of chs. 24-27. For the exclusion of the 
Moabites from the Jewish cultic assembly, cf. Neh. 13: 1. A final 
addition has then been made in v. 12 asserting that all the military 
fortifications and defences of Moab will be destroyed. 

9. It will be said on that day: The stereotyped formula shows this 
to mark the beginning of an addition. The MT reads the indefinite 
third masc. sing. form of the verb, which IQis 8 varies to read the 
second person sing., 'you will sing', thereby stressing still more the 
involvement of the hearers in the jubilation. If this was intended 
literally, and is more original, it shows how imminent the coming of 
the 'End' was at one time felt to be. The phrase that he might save us 
and the following clause are omitted by LXX, which is probably an 
abbreviation of the original. 

I0, For the hand of the LORD will rest on this mountain: The 
clause marks the conclusion of the original addition, stressing the 
important role that Mount Zion was expected to play in the future 
salvation of Israel-a theme that constantly recurs in the book of 
Isaiah, and which has its roots in the sayings of the original prophet. 
and Moab shall be trodden down in his place: This represents the 
beginning of a short addition that has been made to show that Moab 
will be excluded from the coming final salvation. Instead it will be 
defeated and humiliated, a fate which the author of this addition feels 
to be richly deserved. The intensity of feeling against Moab is 
evident, and represents an attitude that grew in strength during the 
post-exilic age. The precise occasion for the outburst here, however, 
is not clearly shown. as straw is trodden down in a dung-pit: NEB 
'in a midden'. The reference is to a cesspit, which the author regards 
as a suitable place of humiliation for the Moabites. 

I I. And he will spread out his hands in the midst of it: No effort 
on the part of Moab to save himself will be of any avail. but the LoRD 
will lay low his pride. The Heh. is difficult and obscure. Cf. G. R. 
Driver, JTS 38 (1937), pp. 42f., who interprets as 'but he (i.e. Moab) 
will make his pride to subside in spite of the struggles of his hand'. 
RSV takes the indefinite subject as God and consequently inserts the 
LoRD; but it is simpler to regard Moab as the subject. Cf. NEB 'but 
he shall sink his pride with every stroke of his hands'; i.e. in spite of 
the skill (or strokes-the Heh. meaning is uncertain; G. R. Driver 
compares Arabic 'irbatun, 'skill', understood as 'movements, strokes') 
of his hands. 
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12. And the high fortifications of his walls he will bring down: 
The mention of the bringing down of the pride of Moab has suggested 
to a later redactor the idea that this will also mean the bringing down 
of the high fortifications for which the Moabites were highly reputed. 
The verse is an additon, prompted by the preceding verse, and 
designed to emphasise still further that Moab will be unable to save 
himself. The verb lay low is better omitted as a gloss on the preceding 
verb he will bring down; cf. BHS. The subject of the action must be 
Yahweh himself, who is expected to act against Moab. 

A FURTHER SONG OF TRIUMPH 

26:I-6 

This short section consists of a hymn of triumph and rejoicing to be 
sung by loyal Jews at the time when God's final victory has been 
granted to them. It is secondary, and did not form a part of the 
Groundwork of these apocalyptic chapters. In a great many respects it 
is closely parallel to 25: 1-5 and appears most probably to have been 
composed for its present context, although making use of traditional 
hymnic themes and language. It speaks in v. 4 of the overthrow of a 
lofty city, which must be associated with the 'city of chaos' of 24: 10. 

This symbolises i:he organised power of human evil and godlessness. 
On the other hand the strong city mentioned in v. 1 must be identi
fied with Jerusalem, which becomes the fortress and centre for all 
loyal and godly Jews. The use of the liturgical form of a hymn is 
carefully planned, and serves to bridge the gap between the fears and 
tensions of the present, in which the final triumph appears remote 
and improbable, and the certainty of ultimate victory and joy. The use 
of the hymnic form may then assist in drawing the reader more 
directly into the confidence of this ultimate victory by drawing forth 
his own confession of its certainty. Cf. We have ... in v. 1.; the 
beautiful affirmation of assurance in v. 3, and the exhortation to trust 
in v. 4. G. Fohrer suggests that this hymn has been modelled upon 
the form of ancient victory songs, and holds out the possibility that an 
older authentic victory song has been used as its basis. This may be 
so, but more probably it is the language which is traditional, and 
which has here quite deliberately been transferred into the context of 
an eschatological hope. Hence, even though in vv. 5-6 the overthrow 
of the lofty city is spoken of as a past event, this must be taken as a 
future, visionary, expectation of the ultimate overthrow of evil and 
oppression. In spite of a certain repetitiveness in the liturgical 
structure the overall effect is to create a sense of the nearness and 
certainty of the victory which will one day come to the Jewish 
community. In this instance the outlook is no wider, or more uni
versal, than that. 

1. In that day this song will be sung: The familiar joining formula 
is used, indicating that this hymnic section has been inserted 
secondarily into its context. The day here must be the day of final 
victory for all Jews, who will then be able to return to their homeland 
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so that the song, quite appropriately, is to be sung in the land of 
Judah. We have a strong city undoubtedly refers to Jerusalem, which 
increasingly in the post-exilic period became a central symbol of hope 
and faith for all Jews. Cf. N. W. Porteous, Living the Mystery, Oxford, 
1967, pp. 93-1u. This ultimately led in the development of apoca
lyptic imagery to the belief in a new 'heavenly' Jerusalem. Cf. Rev. 
21 :2. he sets up salvation implies that God is the subject, although 
Targ. and Vulg. among the ancient versions achieve this sense by 
reading as passive. 

2. Open the gates: The language points to a processional entry into 
Jerusalem, but whether of soldiers in a victory march, or of pilgrims 
on a religious festival occasion, cannot be determined. There are 
strong echoes of Ps. 24 :7, 9, which may directly have influenced the 
composition here. The clause that the righteous nation which keeps 
faith may enter in points back to the older form of a liturgical 
entrance-torah (cf. Pss. 15: 1ff.; 24: 3ff., and below on 33: 13-16), 
by which the worshipper seeking entrance into the temple was 
questioned as to his righteousness. Here it is the entire nation which 
must be righteous (Heh. ¥lddiq), and this demand seems intended to 
re-assert the need for loyalty and faith on the part of Jews who were 
wavering in the hope of a final vindication. 

3. Thou dost keep him in perfect peace: This beautifully ex
pressed word of assurance gives confidence that God will guard those 
who remain loyal to him so that they may be assured of a place in the 
final triumph. The Heh. lacks any pronoun for him and the sense is 
'Thou dost keep in peace (adverbial acc.) the man of steadfast purpose' 
(NEB 'of constant mind'). The word translated 'mind, purpose' (Heb. 
yifer) was widely used in rabbinic writings to express the whole 
attitude and direction of life of a person. In this eschatological hymn 
the author affirms the note of confidence which will characterise the 
faithful in the time of their triumph, but also recognises that God 
preserves those who look forward to this time so that they may be 
assured of reaching it. 

4. Trust in the LoRD for ever: The exhortation brings out the 
practical implication of the assurance given in the preceding verse. for 
the LORD God: The Heb. has 'in Yah, Yahweh', using an abbreviated 
form of the divine name which has no counterpart in LXX. The meta
phor of God as an everlasting rock is a familiar one in the Psalter (Ps. 
18 :31, etc.). 

5. For he has brought low: God's power is especially manifest in 
that he shows himself able to overthrow those who are in positions of 
power and greatness. Possibly the author has been influenced by 
25: 12, although equally the influence could have been in the reverse 
direction. the lofty city must be the symbolic 'city of chaos' of 24: 10, 

although in the tradition-history of ancient victory hymns it could 
refer to any city. However well-defended the situation, and however 
strong the appearance of impregnability, this is no defence against the 
power of God. For this reason the ultimate victory is assured to 'the 
righteous nation' (v. 2). The traditional language of victory hymns has 
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given rise to the description of the overthrow of the city as in the past, 
but in the perspective of the author it is an eschatological victory that 
is still to come. 

6. The foot tramples it: The ancient versions and IQlsa omit the 
foot giving a much smoother sense: 'the feet of the poor trample 
it-the footsteps of the weak.' 

THE LIFE OF THE FINAL AGE 

26:7-21 
The precise delineation of the unit which is found here has been 
much contested. J. Lindblom considers vv. 7-14 as continuous with 
the preceding vv. 1--6, whereas Rudolph sees vv. 7-19 as constituting 
a self-contained piece, but with expansion in vv. 14, I8 and 19. 
Schoors also would see in vv. 7-19 a separate unit consisting of a 
psalm concerning the life of the end-time, followed by a short section 
in 26: 20-27: I giving a prophetic answer, or answers (cf. 27: 1) to the 
cries of lamentation and distress voiced in the psalm. Wildberger, 
however, (II, pp. 901ff., 981ff.), would regard vv. 7-21 as forming a 
kerygmatic unit belonging to the Groundwork of the apocalypse. 
Certainly there appears to be some tension between the assurance 
voiced in vv. 19, 2of. and the cries of lamentation and distress ex
pressed in vv. 7-18. This may be the result of a deliberate structure, 
mirroring the pattern of a number of lament psalms in which the 
prophetic oracle of assurance (Heilsorakel) comes as the divine 
response to the worshipper's complaints and questions. If so, this 
oracular element is to be found primarily in v. 19. It then becomes 
questionable whether vv. 2of. were an original elaboration of this, or 
whether, as many commentators have argued, these two verses were 
added later. The basic form is that of a psalm, but in this case adapted 
to the context of an eschatological hope concerning the Jewish 
people, rather than the situation calling forth a lament on the part of 
an individual. The text is not in a very good state of preservation and 
it is probable that some additions have been made. The form of the 
whole composition is mixed, and contains some didactic Wisdom 
elements. It is questionable, therefore, whether we can assume that 
an original psalm has been adapted to a prophetic context. More 
probably, with Kaiser and Wildberger, we must conclude that we are 
presented here with a section which was composed from the outset for 
its present setting. If, with Wildberger, we assign it to the Ground
work, then it belongs to the fifth century, although many com
mentators have viewed the much discussed v. 19 as of a much later 
date than this. The section forms the continuation of 24: 1--6, 14-20. 

7. The way of the righteous is level: The verse provides a basic 
affirmation of faith which introduces a lament. By establishing the 
rightness of God's ways a worshipper could then proceed to set his 
complaint before God, showing that such an affirmation of faith was 
being set in doubt. The idea of the way of the righteous echoes the 
imagery of Ps. 1, but was in any case a very common metaphor. The 
author seeks to establish the principles by which God's government of 
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the world is to be understood. Whether any specifically didactic 
Wisdom influence is discernible is questionable in view of the wide 
range of such basic moral concerns. thou dost make smooth the path: 
The translation follows the LXX (cf. RSV margin) in omitting any 
counterpart for the Heh. wordyasar ('upright'), which is in MT. The 
rendering of NEB is to be preferred in taking faddiq ('righteous'), not 
as a noun but as an adjective describing the nature of the path. Then 
'Thou dost make clear (or 'dost mark out') the right way for the up
right'. 

8. 0 LORD, we wait for thee: It is preferable to follow the reading 
of rQisa in omitting the Heh. suffix with the verb and t<l render: 'we 
wait for the path of thy laws (judgments, mispa{im)'. The idea of 
'waiting for' conveys the sense of longing for with expectancy, and 
here indicates a desire for the establishing of a just, law-abiding, 
order on earth. This verse, together with the first part of the one 
following, gives expression to the complainants' longing for the 
coming of the divine order of righteousness into human life. After 
having affirmed what the divine way is, the author asserts his own 
desire for it. 
thy memorial name: It is better to take as 'thy name and thy repu
tation' (Heh. zeker). 

9. My soul yearns for thee in the night: The language is the tra
ditional cry of an individual's lament, but here it is not a personal 
misfortune which is the occasion of the appeal to God for his action, 
but the condition of all Jewry. my spirit within me earnestly seeks 
thee: It is probable that we should read 'seeks thee in the morning' 
(Heh. babboqer instead of b'qirbi). This was the traditional time at 
which to expect God's help in the idiom of individual laments cf. Ps. 
90:14; 143:8; J. Ziegler, Festschrift F. Notscher, Bonn, 1950, pp. 
281-8. 
For when thy judgments are in the earth: Better 'when thy judg
ments prevail' (reading ka'asor instead of ka'aser). Cf. HTOT, p. 184. 
With this and the following verse the author introduces a reflection 
on the ways of God into his lament. 

:xo. If favour is shown to the wicked: NEB 'The wicked are 
destroyed'. The Heh. text as it stands is scarcely intelligible. Cf. G. R. 
Driver JTS 38 (1937), p. 43, who reads the verb as yul}an (from IJ,un, 
'was humbled, perished', cf. Arabic). Driver prefers the sense 'the 
wicked is humbled (but) has not learnt righteousness'. The reflection 
is on the inevitable fate of the wicked because he has paid no attention 
to God's way of righteousness. The clause and does not see the 
majesty of the LORD may be understood here in an eschatological 
sense of not seeing the end-time, when God will appear. In a tra
ditional lament context it had a more timeless significance, meaning 
'does not enjoy the favour of God'. 

11. 0 LORD, thy hand is lifted up: At this point the lament passes 
into a direct appeal to God for the destruction of the enemy. The 
meaning is that God is indeed ready to punish the wicked, even 
though they are unaware of the fact, and pay no heed to him. Let them 
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see ... and be ashamed: The two verbs see and be ashamed should 
be omitted as marginal glosses which have crept into the text. Then 
thy zeal for thy people should be read as the object of the preceding 
verb: 'but they do not see thy zeal . . .' 

I2. 0 LORD, thou wilt ordain peace for us: Vv. 12-15 contain an 
expression of assurance that God, because he is righteous, will 
respond to the pleas of his righteous people and will, in turn, punish 
and destroy the wicked. The certainty of God's answer, which is a very 
commonly found element in lament psalms (cf. H. Gunkel-J. 
Begrich, Einleitung in die Psalmen, Gottingen, 2nd edn. 1966, pp. 
132f.) is here evidently used as a further confirmation of the escha
tological hope of judgment. Probably the word translated peace (Heb. 
siilom) should be emended to 'a recompense' (Heb. sillum). Thou 
hast wrought for us: We should emend to 'for thou hast wrought a 
reward of our work for us' (Heb. g'mul instead of gam kol). 

I3. other lords besides thee have ruled over us: The Heh. is 
strange and would appear to refer to the political overlords, both 
Babylonian and Persian, who had exercised dominion over Jews. The 
emendation to 'which we have not known' (bal neg_ji ') instead of be
sides thee (zulii./k.ii) is hardly an improvement and would take lords 
to mean 'other gods'; i.e. by worshipping other gods Jews had become 
subject to their power. but thy name alone we acknowledge: The 
pious Jews affirm their desire to remain loyal to Yahweh alone, even 
though the compulsion to live among aliens has imposed the strain 
and temptation of being ruled by foreign powers. 

I4. They are dead, they will not live: The statement contrasts 
rather strikingly with the context, and this has led some commen
tators to question its originality here. However, it does make sense as 
a comment upon the 'other lords', who are pictured as having suffered 
the fate of all mankind. They have gone the way of all flesh without 
the hope of a final victory which the author looks forward to for 
himself and his people. they are shades refers to the shadowy 
existence of the departed after death as a 'shade' (Heb. r'pii'im; cf. R. 
Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, pp. 34f.), which was a very 
limited and insubstantial form of existence, unworthy to be compared 
to life. Since the wicked are doomed to die it marks the end of every
thing for them. Cf. Ps. 49: 10-14. 

IS. But thou hast increased the nation, 0 LORD: The nation is 
Israel, which is frequently described as a goy; cf. Dt. 4 :6; Isa. 10: 6, 
etc. and see TWAT, II, pp. 965-73; THAT, II, cols. 29°""325. The 
idea of the author seems to be that the individual shares a hope 
through his descendants, and especially through the knowledge that 
they will come to vindication and great joy. The second thou hast 
increased the nation should be deleted as a dittography of the first (so 
one Heb. MS). thou hast enlarged all the borders of the land. The 
past tense is striking, and must give expression to a certain hope of 
the future, rather than to any immediate change in the political 
fortunes of the post-exilic community in Judah. Perhaps the author 
has been influenced by such promises as 54: 1-3. 
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16. 0 LORD, in distress they sought thee: Cf. G. R. Driver,JTS 38 
(1937), p. 43. It is preferable, with two Heb. MSS to read 'we sought 
thee' (p'qasinuk_a in place of p'qagus_a). they poured out a prayer can 
scarcely be correct since Heb. !ahas does not properly mean 'prayer', 
but 'charm, incantation'. G. R. Driver suggests 'humiliating con
straint'; cf. Akkadian lahiisu, 'to be bowed down'. Then 'Thy chasten
ing has been a burden/humiliation for them' (or 'for us', reading 
liinu). 

17. Like a woman with child: The picture continues the plaintive 
cry of distress and lamentation which comes to full expression in vv. 
16-18. The simile used here is a common one to express distress and 
anguish, which is nonetheless deeply felt, in spite of the hoped-for 
joy that childbirth will bring. At this point the author gives vent to his 
feeling of complete and utter frustration. 

18. we were with child, we writhed: The author pictures himself 
and his people as having experienced frustration and disappointment 
like a woman who undergoes a false pregnancy. By the use of such a 
simile the author hides the real cause of his present disappointment. 
Probably we should think of some anticipation of the final victory of 
the Jewish community over their enemies, which has not been 
realised. This leads him to seek further assurance from God that this 
victory will not be long delayed. We have wrought no deliverance: 
NEB 'We have won no success'. What exactly the writer had hoped to 
see achieved has evidently been frustrated, and this suggests that the 
time of the 'end' had been thought to be near, but has now become 
remote and uncertain again. and the inhabitants of the world have 
not fallen: This must refer to the wicked who abuse the faithful, and 
make life hard for them. 

19. Thy dead shall live: The verse is a peculiarly difficult one and 
has been very extensively discussed. Cf. R. Martin-Achard, From 
Death to Life, pp. 13off. J. F. A. Sawyer, VT 23 (1973), pp. 218-34. It 
stands in marked contrast of mood and content to the preceding 
lament in vv. 16-18, and several commentators have consequently 
regarded it as a later addition. So 0. Kaiser, who regards it as an 
assurance of a resurrection of the righteous after death, and would 
therefore place its origin in the Hellenistic age, probably from 
Maccabean times. Cf. Dan. 12 :2. However, both Fohrer and Wild
berger regard the verse as quite authentic to its present context, but 
see in it an assurance of the rebirth of the Jewish community; cf. 
Ezek. 37: 1-14. Its language, is, therefore, highly poetic and 
symbolic, not a promise of a resurrection for individuals. Within it we 
can discern some highly traditional and evocative imagery such as that 
of the dew. The contrast with the lament that precedes is then 
deliberate and consciously contrived by the author to emphasise the 
note of a,ssurance for the community given here. This 'collective' inter
pretation as a promise of the resurrection of the community, and not of 
individuals, is probably to be sustained, and, on these terms, its 
originality here may be defended. Certainty is scarcely possible in the 
matter, however. their bodies shall rise: Heb. has 'my body', which 
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suggests some influence from Ps. 49: 15, and points to a later reading 
of the verse in reference to the resurrection of individuals. Some 
commentators have sought to understand it as 'my corpse' taken in a 
collective sense. Duhm, Marti, and now Wildberger, regard 'my body' 
as a later insertion. 0 dwellers in the dust: The appeal is to those who 
are dead, and this makes best sense if it is taken as a metaphorical 
reference to the Jewish community. Instead of the imperative awake 
and sing for ;oy. 1Qls\ with LXX, Syr. and Targ, read the third person 
plural indicative, 'they shall awake'. For thy dew is a dew of light: 
The suffix must refer to God and the language seems to reflect, if only 
metaphorically, the ancient belief that the dew had a fertilising, life
giving, power. As each dawn reveals a fresh fall of dew, with all its 
life-giving potency, so God will give new life to the dead community. 
The difficulty in explaining how, or exactly when, the great turning 
point in Israel's fortunes would come has encouraged the heavy use of 
pictorial imagery. The dew of light (Heb. {al' oro.1) is a rather obscure 
expression, but apparently contrasts the sparkling brightness of a 
fresh fall of dew with the shadowy gloom of the land of the dead 
(shades). 

20. Come, my people, enter your chambers: It is better to regard 
this verse and that following as a later addition to the original lament 
(vv. 7-18), followed by an oracle of assurance from God (HeilsorakdJ 
in v. 19. The anxious reader may still ask. how soon the longed-for 
salvation promised in v. 19 will come. These two verses have then 
been added in order to explain that the days of Yahweh's wrath with 
Israel must last for a little longer, but will then be totally past. That is 
the moment when God will act decisively to punish all the wrong
doings of earth (v. 21). The exhortation in v. 20 must be understood 
metaphorically and be taken to point to a time of waiting, when 
nothing could be done except to pray for God's action. Certainly when 
v. 19 came to be understood as a reference to the resurrection of 
individuals then v. 20 could be understood in line with this. Death 
would be followed by a short time of waiting (in chambers) in expec
tation of a subsequent resurrection to a time of judgment; cf. 2 Esd. 
7: 32, 80, 95. Possibly the imagery here has been influenced from the 
tradition of the exodus from Egypt, when the Israelites hid in their 
homes whilst God slew the firstborn of Egypt (Exod. 12 :21-36. So 
now they were invited to stay in their homes until the wrath is past. 
The implication is that loyal Jews were to remain patient under 
oppression for a little while longer, and not to undertake direct 
political action against their oppressors because the time would 
shortly come when God would undertake this for them. 

21. For behold, the LORD is coming forth: This is a reference to 
the work of God at the end-time (24: 1ff.) when he would act to bring 
about a full and final judgment upon the earth. All the crimes of 
violence-the blood shed upon her-would then be disclosed and 
punished. This would include even such crimes as had until then 
remained undetected and consequently unpunished. Cf. Gen. 4: 10 

for the idea of the earth reacting to a violent crime leading to the 
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shedding of blood. For such a time of just judgment the suffering 
Jews were to wait confidently, and not try to exact vengeance of their 
own prematurely (cf. I C. 4 :5). 

THE SLAYING OF THE DRAGON 

27:1 

The concluding chapter of the Isaianic 'Apocalypse' contains a series 
of four 'eschatological impressions'. The first of these in 27: I stands 
by itself and affirms that at the end-time Yahweh will overthrow the 
power of evil. This is conveyed by the use of imagery drawn from the 
ancient myth of a great combat between a divine being and a monster, 
or dragon, which represents the powers of darkness and chaos. Cf. M. 
K. Wakeman, God's Battle with the Monster, Leiden, 1973. This 
monster is here named as Leviathan (cf. Pss. 74: 14; 104: 26; and see 
C. H. Gordon, 'Leviathan, Symbol of Evil', Biblical Motifs, ed. A. 
Altmann, Cambridge, Mass., 1966, pp. 1--9), but instead of describing 
a conflict which takes place in primordial time at the creation of the 
world it here describes a conflict of the end-time. The verse has 
certainly been added to the Groundwork of chs. 24-27 at a late stage, 
and offers a kind of summary interpretation of God's final triumph 
over evil. 

27: I. In that day the LoRD ... will punish Leviathan: The use of 
the common joining formula signifies that this is an addition by a 
later hand, and one which has almost certainly been made in order to 
sum up the message of assurance given in 26: 19. It is, therefore, a 
further response to the lament of26 :7-18. The eschatological victory, 
when it comes, will mark the final overthrow of all evil, which is here 
embodied in Leviathan (Ugaritic Lotan). This was a title given to the 
mythical dragon of chaos who represented the powers of the sea and 
of the deep. He has a very similar role to that ascribed to Rahab (Isa. 
30: 7, etc.). The two dragons, therefore, scarcely have entirely 
separate identities. By slaying the dragon of the deep, the god (Baal in 
Ugarit, Yahweh in Israel) created an ordered world, but such a victory 
was one that needed to be repeated each year in the seasonal cycle (cf. 
0. Kaiser, Die mythische Bedeutung des Meeres (BZAW 78), 2nd edn. 
1962, pp. 74ff.) Here in this eschatological development of the image 
the dragon expresses the power of evil and oppression throughout the 
world. he will slay the dragon that is in the sea: By doing this 
Yahweh would remove the cause of social disorder and silence the 
voice of oppression and contempt which threatened the lives of Jews. 

THE NEW SONG OF THE VINEYARD 

.27:.2-6 

In the context of the eschatological hope of a final judgment of the 
nations and the exaltation of the faithful of Israel to a new position of 
peace, eminence and prosperity the threat contained in the original 
Song of the Vineyard of Isa. 5 : 1-7 had become obsolete. In the second 
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of these final eschatological impressions, therefore, the poet intro
duces a totally new song which describes the frustrations and failures 
of the Jewish people as Yahweh's vineyard. For the New Song of the 
Vineyard, cf. E. Jacob in Wort-Gebot-Glaube. W. Eichrodt Festschrzft 
zum 80. Geburtstag, Zurich, 1970, pp. 325-30. The composition is a 
piece of late theological reflection upon prophecy and its message 
which basically develops, and ultimately reverses, the verdict of Isa. 
5 :6. In the old 'Song' Yahweh had found it necessary to punish his 
vineyard for its failure to produce a useful vintage. Now this threat is 
called in question and finally rescinded (v. 6). It is questionable, 
however, whether v. 6 belonged to the original composition, and the 
meaning ofv. 4 is very uncertain. In this case the original New Song 
would appear to be a reflection upon the earlier one, made in a time of 
stress, which has subsequently been extended in a very positive 
fashion. 

The assurance of v. 6 goes very much beyond the uncertainty and 
sense of conflict which pervades vv. 2-5. Whether, with Jacob, we 
should see the background to this conflict in the growing tension 
between the Jewish and Samaritan communities in the fourth to first 
centuries BC, is unclear. Undoubtedly such a conflict appears as the 
most likely context for the following section in vv. 7-11. The text of 
vv. 2-5 is far from clear, and this contributes to the general difficulty 
in arriving at a full understanding of the message of the composition 
asa whole. 

2. In that day: 'A pleasant vineyard, sing of it!': Possibly an intro
ductory verb 'In that day one will say' (Heb. w''amar) has dropped 
out, since the beginning of the song comes very abruptly. The allu
sion to 5 : I is clear and certain, so that the understanding that the 
vineyard is Israel-Judah is taken for granted. Nevertheless the author 
has dropped all the romantic overtones about a 'lover' and his 'vine
yard' (beloved). Some MSS read 'a vineyard of wine' instead of pleasant 
vineyard (Heb. IJ,emer instead of IJ,emefl). As it is, the description of 
the vineyard as pleasant points in the direction of a very positive and 
favourable expectation of its fate. 

3. every moment I water it: The particular emphasis upon the 
constant care which God lavishes on it points to the conclusion that 
the time of his wrath has passed, as is then explicitly spelt out in v. 4. 
Even so this leaves some element of tension between the present 
providential care which Yahweh bestows on his people and their wait
ing for the time of eventual release and triumph. The best under
standing is that Yahweh is watching over his faithful people until the 
time of the ultimate blessedness. Lest any one harm it: The Vulg. 
takes the verb (Heb. yipqori.) as passive (Niph 'al yippaqed.), which 
BHS follows. NEB adopts the passive understanding, but takes the 
verb in a different sense 'be missing, fail', and construing 'iilehyii not 
as the preposition 'al (with suffix), but as 'its leaves' (Heh. 'ii/eh, 'leaf, 
foliage', Lev. 26: 36, etc.). This is a preferable rendering. The original 
parable (Isa. 5 :2) records the ineffectiveness of the owner's care. 

4. I have no wrath: The entire verse is difficult and obscure, and 
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NEB offers a preferable rendering which differs considerably from 
that of RSV. Instead of wrath we should read IJemah as 'wine', and 
take this with the last three words of v. 3. NEE: 'Night and day I tend 
it, but I get no wine'. The author of the new song takes up the major 
theme of the old Song of the Vineyard of 5: 1-7, which is that Israel 
has become unfruitful. This is precisely the metaphor which he feels 
describes the condition of the Jews of his day. Would that I bad 
thorns and briers to battle: The thorns and briers are mentioned in 
5 : 6, where they form part of the picture of the original parable. They 
have also become a major theme of the developmental exegesis which 
later redactors have applied to the original song; cf. 7 :23-25; 10: 17. 
The phrase to battle then belongs with the following line: 'I would 
set out against them in battle'. The author envisages God wishing to 
encounter the 'briers and thorns' which signified the enemies in the 
original song, because it is Israel itself which has become the cause of 
the frustration now. I would bum them up together: This follows an 
emendation to 'a,Hftennah instead of'a~ilennah. 

5. Or let them lay hold of my protection: NEE 'Unless it grasps 
me'. The time has come when Israel has got to turn back to find its 
protection and peace in God, instead of seeking it in ways which turn 
them against him; i.e. they must turn away from their submission to 
foreigners for protection. 

6. In days to come Jacob shall take root: The Heh. MT has simply 
'those that are coming', and we should restore bayyamim at the 
beginning. BHS achieves the same general sense with a slightly 
different emendation. The verse must be regarded as a later addition 
to the original composition, giving it a very much more positive note 
of hope and certainty of world-wide power and blessedness in the 
future. Israel, like a vine, will blossom and fill the world. The sense 
must be that Israel will become very numerous, and will attain great 
power whilst being scattered among the nations, rather than that 
members of these nations will come to join Israel. Evidently a later 
editor felt that the new song of the vineyard should give expression to 
a more positive note of hope for the future than that which was 
originally contained in it. 

THE DESTRUCTION OF THE FORTIFIED CITY 

27:7-11 

Commentators are agreed that this represents a most difficult text, 
which makes clear and very precise observations about certain people 
and a fortified city (v. 10), neither of which is clearly identified. The 
most attractive and convincing solution of the difficulty is that 
proposed by Duhm, and followed by Marti, Rudolph, Fohrer, Ploger 
and Wildberger. This is to refer the fortified city to Samaria, and to 
take the references to Jacob (v. 9) and the people without discern
ment (v.,II) as referring to the population of the Northern Kingdom. 
Cf. 0. Ploger, Theocracy and Eschatology, Oxford, 1968, pp. 71-5, 

and for the broader problems regarding the Jewish-Samaritan conflict, 
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A. Alt, Kleine Schriften, III, pp. 258-302; R. J. Coggins, Samaritans 
and Jews. The Origins of Samaritanism Reconsidered, Oxford, 1975. 
If this link with the Samaritan controversy is followed it is, however, 
unlikely that the section should be dated after the destruction of 
Samaria by John Hyrcanus in 108 BC. Such a date is far too late for the 
probable time of origin of this section. Great uncertainty surrounds 
the time when the sharp rift between Jews and Samaritans occurred, 
and this might well, in any case, indicate a time of origin of this 
section in the Hellenistic age. Vv. 7-8 then describe in historical 
retrospect the fate that had been meted out to the Northern Kingdom, 
and v. 9 explains this as a consequence of its idolatry. Vv. 10-11 then 
pass sentence on the Samaritans and their city for their lack of 
spiritual discernment. The heirs of the old Northern Kingdom of 
Israel, which had itself been under a cloud of guilt because of its 
idolatry (cf. 2 Kg. 17 : 7ff.), had persisted in the ways of their ancestors 
and so had in turn needed to be punished and rejected by God (v. 11). 

7. Has he smitten them as he smote those: The subject is in
definite in/the Heb. but must be God, as NEB correctly interprets. 
Similarly f them, which is singular in Heb. and should be understood 
as collective, is undefined but must refer to Israel-Jacob as in v. 9. 
This points to the inhabitants of the old Northern Kingdom of Israel, 
in whose territory Samaria lay. The rhetorical question then means: 
Has God punished Israel as resolutely as he has punished Israel's 
attackers? The implied answer is 'no', with the suggestion that the 
time for a more adequate punishment had now come. However, 
NEB's rendering would apply the question to Israel's attackers. Have 
they yet been punished as they deserve? Again the answer would 
appear to be 'no'; but in order to sustain this sense NEB is compelled 
to rearrange the verses and to place v. 8 after v. 10a. It is possible in 
any case that v. 9 should be regarded as an interpolation, elaborating 
upon the nature of Israel's guilt. Or have they been slain as their 
slayers were slain? The Heb. is difficult and NEB interprets slightly 
differently, 'Has the slayer been slain as he slew others?'. Cf. LXX, Syr. 
and 1Qlsa. This would refer the line to Israel's enemies, who have 
been used by God to punish Israel, but who have not yet suffered the 
just punishment of their own sins. 

8. Measure by measure, by exile. The words by exile should be 
removed as a gloss on the preceding words which had become un
intelligible. NEB reads as 'in brushing her away'; cf. HTOT, p. 185. 
thou didst contend with them: The tense of the verb (Heb. impf.) 
suggests rather a present sense, and 3rd. fem. sing suffix in Heb. 
('her' rather than them) most plausibly refers to Judah-Israel. 
Contend (Heb. rilz) is to be taken in its normal legal sense of 'pros
ecute a case'. God has continued to fight his case against Israel for its 
sins by sending her away into exile. he removed them with his fierce 
blast: God has brought desolation to Israel and driven the people out 
of their land by a blast like that of the east wind. The most probable 
reference is to the political destructions wrought by Assyria and 
Babylon in 722 and 587. 
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9. Therefore by this the guilt of Jacob: The verse is best understood 
as an interpolation designed to soften the sense that Israel's banish
ment into exile is a permanent punishment. The sense is then that, 
once Israel turns away from idolatry, then its guilt will be removed, 
and its punishment revoked. the full fruit of the removal of his sin: 
The words full fruit (Heb. kol p'ri) give an overcrowded line and 
should probably be omitted (cf. NEB); they are to be regarded as the 
work of a glossator who wished to stress still further the need for the 
avoidance of idolatry. when he makes all the stones of the altars: The 
meaning is that Israel will not have cleared itself of guilt until it has 
abolished every cultic site outside Jerusalem, reducing them to 
rubble like powdered chalk. If the reference is to the community of 
Northern Israel, we must assume that they had been tempted into 
new forms of idolatry as a result of the confused political and social 
situation prevailing in that kingdom. no Asherim or incense altars 
will remain standing: The Asherim were wooden poles set up beside 
altars and dedicated to the goddess Asherah. Cf. BHH, I, cols. r36f. 
The incense altars (Heh. IJammanim) appear to have been small 
altars, cut from soft limestone and used in illicit cult-practices. Cf. 
I7: 8; Ezek. 6: 6, BHH, I, col. 64. 

10. For the fortified city is solitary: Kaiser would regard vv. ro-1 I 
as unconnected with the preceding, whereas Wildberger (and NEB) 
seek a sense connected with vv. 7-8(9). If Ploger and Wildberger are 
correct in seeing the context to lie in tensions between Jews and 
Samaritans, then the fortified city can best be identified with Samaria. 
However, we cannot place the verses as late as is required to make 
their picture of this city's destruction relate to the action of John 
Hyrcanus in destroying Samaria in 108 BC. If they are to be under
stood, not as a description of what has happened but of what is going 
to happen to Samaria, then they may emanate from a much earlier 
period. The alternative interpretation would be to take the reference 
as indefinite, and applicable to any of Israel's fortified cities, which are 
in such a state of ruin that they offer no protection to their inhabi
tants. 

11. When its boughs are dry: The implication is that the city lies 
in ruins, but no one cares about this parlous condition, so that the 
inhabitants can scarcely deserve any better fate. For this is a people 
without discernment: This clause makes the allusion to the in
habitants of Samaria most plausible as a basis for the interpretation 
of the entire section. This description is in line with other expres
sions of Jewish disdain for the Samaritans, and bears close com
parison with Ben Sira's description of them (Sir. 50: 26). It could, 
admittedly, apply more widely than this, however, although the 
connection of vv. 6-1 I with the incipient Samaritan problem remains 
the most attractive interpretation in view of earlier interest in the fate 
of the Northern Kingdom in Isaiah (cf. 17: 1-6, and see below on 
28: 1-6). therefore he who made them: The emphasis upon God's 
creation of these people shows that they are to be regarded as 
Israelites-Jews who have become apostate, and now no longer 
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receive the love and compassion that they might have expected from 
their Creator. 

THE GREAT RETURN 

27::12-13 

That eh. 27 marks the close of a very distinctive redactional section of 
the book of Isaiah is shown by the fact that it has been rounded off by 
the inclusion here ofa picture of the ultimate eschatological hope. We 
may compare I I : 12-16; 35: 1-10. The picture given here refers to the 
return of exiled Jews from Egypt and Assyria, and their return to 
Jerusalem. There is no indication at this stage that a very much wider 
Diaspora is envisaged, suggesting that this hope has been set out 
during the Persian, rather than the Hellenistic, period. We should not 
doubt that this short section has been intended to round off the whole 
eschatological hope given in chs. 24-27, and provides one of the 
important redactional touches which seek to give a unified message to 
the book as a whole. Cf. further, below, on 35: 1-10. 

12. In that day from the river Euphrates: The territorial region 
described represents the very 'idealised' limits of the Holy Land. Cf. 2 
Kg. 24: 7 for this region as controlled by the king of Babylon. the 
Brqok-of Egypt was the Wadi 'El 'Arish which marked the border 
be~een Israel and Egypt (Num. 34:5; Jos. 15:4, 47). The RSV 
rendering will thresh out the grain requires a slight emendation of 
the Heb. text (cf. BHS). The meaning is that Yahweh will shake out 
the loyal Jews from the apostates and Gentiles throughout the entire 
area once ruled by David (cf. Gen. 15: 18; 1 Kg. 8 :65; Ezek. 47: 15ff.). 
It will then become a faithful and God-fearing kingdom, and nothing 
is said about the fate of the Gentiles. The implication is that they will 
be removed. and you will be gathered one by one: i.e. from the 
countries of exile to which you have been banished. 

13. And in that day a great trumpet will be blown: V. 13 is evidently 
dependent on v. 12 and marks a separate redactional addition, as the 
repetition of the connective formula and in that day shows. The 
intention is evidently to bring out the spiritual and cultic side of the 
significance of the Great Return. It will not be simply a return to the 
political independence and greatness of the kingdom of David, but will 
be a spiritual return to worship the true God in his temple in Jerusa
lem. With this strong note of hope the various assurances for Israel's 
future among the nations contained in chs. 24-27 is brought to a close. 

Prophecies Regarding Judah: chapters 28-33 

With chs. 28-33 we return to an important collection of Isaianic pro
phecies which are, for the most part, to be regarded as authentic to 
Isaiah, and most of which relate to the later period of Hezekiah's reign 
and to the revolt against Sennacherib in the years 705-701. Their main 
theme, therefore, is that of Judah's rebellion against Assyria, and the 
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reliance upon Egypt for political and military support in maintaining 
this revolt. Thus there is a pronounced anti-Egyptian element present 
in a number of sayings. The opening prophecy in 28: 1-4 derives from 
an earlier period, being addressed to the Northern Kingdom of Israel, 
and its capital Samaria. It must therefore refer to the time before the fall 
of Samaria to Shalmaneser V in 722. The section also contains some 
important additions from the 'Josianic Redaction' of the seventh 
century BC. These are to be found in 29: 5-9; 31 : 4-5, 8-9 and 32: 1-5, 
and a few even later redactional additions appear, which were added 
after 587 BC; so 28: 5-6, 13, etc. Overall, however, there is little doubt 
that we are presented in chs. 28-33 with a basic kernel of Isaiah's 
prophecies relating to the time of Hezekiah's revolt against Sen
nacherib. They have been combined, as an independent collection, 
with the Isaiah prophecies of chs. 1-23, and there can be little reason for 
disputing the claim of H. Barth (pp. 2u-r5) that 32: r-8 originally 
formed the conclusion of the 'Josianic Redaction' of the collection of 
Isaiah's prophecies. 

THE DRUNKARDS OF EPHRAIM 

28:I-6 

The prophecy ofvv. 1-4 is addressed to the drunkards of Ephraim, by 
which must be meant the citizens, and primarily the political leaders, 
of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. Ephraim must here indicate the 
rump state left by the Assyrians after the ending of the Syro-Ephraimite 
war in 732, so that this prophecy is to be dated between this event and 
the eventual siege and fall of Samaria to Shalmaneser V of Assyria in 
722. Since there is no indication of any military conflict between Judah 
and Ephraim, but only a sense that Samaria is itself now threatened, the 
prophecy belongs to the period shortly before Samaria's eventual 
downfall. The date suggested by Donner, p. 77, of724 BC, therefore, is 
most probable. The allusion in v. 2. must then be a reference to the 
Assyrians, and vv. 3-4 present a clear threat of its destruction. 

What is unexplained about the prophecy is its occurrence in the 
collection of chs. 28-32. Vv. 7-13 also deal with drunkenness, but in 
this instance of the priests and prophets of Jerusalem at the time of 
Hezekiah's rebellion against Assyria. It is unlikely that the present 
prophecy was simply left over from the 'foreign nation' prophecies of 
chs. 13-23, or that the rebuke of drunkenness alone (as Fohrer) pro
vides the reason for its placement here. More plausibly the redactor has 
sought to establish an indictment of 'all Israel' by prefacing this threat 
against Ephraim to a sequence of subsequent threats against Judah 
during Hezekiah's reign. 

Vv. 5-6 form an additon, offering assurance and hope to the remnant 
of 'his people'. This must certainly be a post-587 expansion setting out 
the message of hope for the restoration of all the survivors of the 
kingdoms which had been shattered by Assyria, both Judah and Israel. 
It probably derives from a late sixth, or early fifth, century time when 
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the hope of restoring a new united kingdom of Israel was still at its 
height. 

28: I. Woe to the proud crown of the drunkards of Ephraim: The 
proud crown is certainly an allusion to the city of Samaria which stood 
at the head of a valley (cf. K. Elliger in BHH, III, cols. 1655--6o). The 
prophet likens this to a garland of flowers ('afer~, 'garland, coronet', 
rather than crown) on the head ofa reveller. Whether, in making the 
prophecy, Isaiah was able to address directly political leaders from the 
North, or whether he was simply informing the citizens of Judah of 
what he now saw as the inevitable fate of Ephraim can only be guessed 
at. which is on the head of the rich valley: The double use of the image 
of a garland of flowers, as a sign of a reveller's rejoicing and as a 
portrayal of the capital Samaria set at the head of a fertile valley, has 
occasioned difficulty for many commentators (cf. also v. 4). Fohrer 
would therefore remove the clause in both instances, whereas NEB, 
following the reading of rQis", would read 'dripping with perfumes' 
(Heb. ge 's'manim). Cf. G. R. Driver, 'Another Little Drink - Isaiah 
28: 1-22\ Words and Meanings. D. Winton Thomas Festschrift, 
Cambridge, 1968, pp. 47f. 

2. Behold the Lord has one who is mighty and strong: Several MSS 

and rQis" read yhwh instead of ,adonay, which is certainly to be 
accepted. The reference is undoubtedly to the Assyrians whom Isaiah 
prefers not to name overtly, but to describe by forceful imagery. The 
veiled language has presumably been chosen in order to retain the 
skilful effect of a double entendre of a rainstorm sweeping down the 
valley and ruining the flower garlands. We may compare 8: 7ff. for a 
similar powerful, and artistically very carefully chosen, use of meta
phor to describe a military threat. he will cast down to the earth with 
violence: The language retains the picture of the fate of the flower 
garlands with a more insidious warning of the fate that awaits those 
who wear them. Donner would omit with violence (Heb. b'yad.) as a 
gloss. There is sufficient bitterness expressed against the rejoicing to 
suggest that the prophet may have been intentionally castigating 
revellers whom he, imaginatively, pictures celebrating their decision 
to withdraw their allegiance to Assyria. 

3. The proud crown of the drunkards of Ephraim: The threat that 
has been made allusively in v. 2. is now made firm and clear. Samaria 
and its leaders are both doomed. 

4. and the fading flower of its glorious beauty: It is probable that the 
second clause which is on the head of the rich valley should be deleted 
as a glossator's addition (so Fohrer, who removes it also from v. I). 
NEB would read differently. The image of the flower which quickly 
fades is extended by that of the first-ripe fig, which quickly tempts the 
person who sees it, so that it is eaten the moment it is noticed. Just as 
quickly will Assyria destroy Ephraim. 

S· In that day the LORD of hosts: In this and the following verse a 
redactor has interpolated a message of hope, which both makes use of 
the image of a crown of glory (better, 'garland of glory') as applicable to 
God's relationship to his people, and concerns itself with the fate of the 
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remnant of his people since this is to include survivors of the Northern 
Kingdom (cf. 10: 20-23). The saying most probably dates from after the 
Babylonian exile, but gives little indication how it envisages the 
change in Israel's situation taking shape. If it were to be referred to a 
'remnant' (Heb. s' iir) of the Northern Kingdom only, it might possibly 
be dated earlier. It is certainly not (as Schoors) to be regarded as the 
'community of the end-time', but neither (with G. F. Hase!, The 
Remnant, pp. 301-9) can its Isaianic origin be defended. Most likely 
here it is the broad mass of dispersed Jews who form the remnant of 
both Israel and Judah (cf. 1 I : 16). 

6. and a spirit of justice to him who sits in judgment may be a 
reference to the restored Davidic king who is to re-establish a righteous 
social order (cf. II: 1--5), or simply to the leading citizens responsible 
for the well-being of society, a duty which the drunkards of Ephraim 
had so blatantly neglected. those who turn back the battle at the gate: 
HTOT p. 185, would insert the preposition l before those who, al
though Schoors would achieve such a sense by regarding the l in 
layyosek as a 'double-duty' prefix. The redactor's purpose is to show 
that God is able to give the strength to the people's leaders which will 
enable them to fulfil the tasks demanded of them, which Ephraim's 
drunkards had been both unable and unwilling to do. 

THE GODLESS PRIESTS AND PROPHETS 

28:7-:13 
From time to time we find the great prophetic figures coming into 
conflict with other of the religious leaders of their people, either 
priests or prophets (cf. Am. 7: 10-17; Hos. 6: 9; Mic. 2: I 1; 3: 6). Here 
Isaiah found himself in sharp conflict with certain priests and prophets 
of Jerusalem who had eaten and drunk too much at one of the great 
festival occasions of Jerusalem. Whether the celebration was a speci
fically cultic one, or whether it was held in celebration ofa new political 
venture is not clear. Most probably the latter is correct, since, in their 
uncontrolled revelries, the priests and prophets mock Isaiah and his 
preaching (vv. 9-10). Isaiah then turns back their drunken mockeries 
upon their own head by warning of the way in which God himself will 
punish them (v. II). The beginning ofv. 7, which connects the rebuke 
with the preceding vv. 1-4 (but not vv 5-6) is certainly redactional. V. 13 
also, which runs as a parallel to v. II and draws from 8: 15,mustalso be 
the work of a redactor. 

The occasion of the original threat can only be inferred, but there can 
be no doubt that v. II alludes to the coming of the Assyrians, so that 
the background is that of Hezekiah's rebellion against Sennacherib. 
Fohrer would place it earlier at the time of the Ashdodite rebellion 
(713-7II), thereby linking it with eh. 20. However, we can much more 
plausibly relate the prophecy to the time of Hezekiah's revolt (so 
Donner, Eichrodt, Kaiser, Wildberger), but evidently not too close to 
701, since there is no imminent danger to Jerusalem. Wildberger 
suggests that it may be the earliest of Isaiah's sayings condemning 
Hezekiah and the alliance with Egypt upon which his rebellion against 
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Sennacherib was based (Wildberger, III, p. 1057). Certainly a date about 
703 BC appears likely. 

7. These also reel with wine: The introductory These also connects 
the theme of the drunkenness of the priests and prophets of Jerusalem 
with that of the leaders of Ephraim in vv. 1-4. Almost certainly, there
fore, the first line ofv. 7 is the work of a redactor designed to connect 
together the threats against Ephraim and Jerusalem. the priest and the 
prophet reel: The linking together of the two religious offices 
suggests strongly that they were both accepted and accredited members 
of the Jerusalem temple personnel. In this case the prophets would 
have been official professional figures (cult-prophets) who were ex
pected to give oracular utterance when called upon to do so. they err in 
vision, they stumble in giving judgment. The Heb. is uncertain, so 
that the RSV's rendering rests on a rather questionable interpretation 
of the text. As it stands it implies that these officials are unable to 
perform their professional tasks competently. The prophets cannot 
properly interpret visions (Heb. ro'eh), nor are they able to secure 
judgment (better, 'intercession', Heh. p'liliyyiih; cf. P.A. H. de Boer, 
Oudtestamentische Studien 3 (1953), p. 132). NEB margin, 'lose their 
way through tippling,' interprets differently and seeks to avoid 
reference to professional prophetic duties at all. Cf. G. R. Driver, 
Words and Meanings, p. 52. It is possible that RSV's understanding 

-may be supported if it is granted that Isaiah had been incensed by the 
content of certain prophecies given by these men. Since the occasion 
was that of Hezekiah's proposed withdrawal of allegiance to Assyria, 
backed up by the promise of Egyptian support, we may conjecture that 
these prophets had foretold a favourable outcome to this, and were now 
celebrating. In any case it seems unlikely that drunkenness alone 
occasioned Isaiah's rebuke, and what the drunken prophets said of 
Isaiah would support this (vv. 9-10). 

8. For all tables are full: The tables were usually simple mats or rugs 
laid on the floor to provide a place on which food could be set. Their 
deplorable state is effectively described by Isaiah, which may have been 
all the more shocking if it took place in the courts of the Jerusalem 
temple. 

9. Whom will he teach knowledge: This and the following verse 
represent a quotation by Isaiah of what the drunken priests and 
prophets are saying about him. Perhaps Isaiah even mimicked their 
slurred speech. The indication is clearly that Isaiah had already 
delivered some warning to them, either on account of their drunken
ness, or more probably their prophecies, and now they are mocking 
him. Who does he think they are - little children? and to whom will he 
explain the message: Better 'Who will he make understand what they 
hear (Heb. s'mu'ah)?' The meaning is that Isaiah is simply wasting his 
time because those he is speaking to are too drunk to care. Those who 
are weaned retorts back at the prophet that the priests and prophets he 
is addressing are not children to be spoken to in this way. He is not 
entitled to speak to them as though they were so young as to need 
instruction about public behaviour. 
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1 o. For it is precept upon precept ... line upon line: The meaning 
of the verse has been much discussed, and RSV is scarcely correct. The 
Heb. text repeats each of two short monosyllables four times (faw 
lafiiW faW liifaW qaw laqiiw qaw liiqiiw) which RSV translates as 
precept (faw from ~h, 'to command') and line (qaw from qwh, 'to 
extend, stretch out'). NEB has 'harsh cries and raucous shouts', taking 
the words as onomatopoeic and representations of the din made by the 
revellers (cf. G. R. Driver, Words and Meanings, pp. 53f.). Several 
alternative suggestions have been made. The LXX understood the 
words to mean 'oppression' (Heb. far) and 'hope' (from qwh in this 
sense). Others have suggested the words for 'filth' (Heb. ~e' iih) and 
'vomit' (qi'). More plausibly Fohrer suggests the words are the sounds 
used for teaching children the letters of the alphabet (f and q), so that 
the mocking revellers imitate the repetitive chanting of teacher and 
children together learning their alphabet. Thereby they hope to make 
Isaiah's rebuke sound foolish and childish. here a little, there a little is 
taken by NEB to be the cries of people calling out for more drinks. If 
the reference is to children learning, then it reflects their slow progress 
in the elementary stages. Kaiser's 'Boy, be careful', follows an earlier 
suggestion by G. R. Driver in Semitic Writing from Pictograph to 
Alphabet, p. 90, note 1. 

11. Nay, but by men of strange lips: The reference is clearly to the 
harsh-sounding Assyrian language which the members of this people 
(cf. on 6: 9) would soon be hearing. Oppressive and vindictive masters 
would soon be teaching them a lesson, and God's judgment on them 
would be their sufferings at the hand of these Assyrian invaders. Quite 
clearly the arrival of the Assyrians had now become a distinct possi
bility in view of the political situation which forms the background of 
the confrontation between prophet and prophets. 

12. to whom he has said, 'This is rest.': The word translated rest 
(Heb. m'nuffiih) is used inDt. 12 :9asadescriptionofthepromisedland 
as Israel's 'resting-place', which Schoors sees as the intended reference 
here. However, the allusion must be to Yahweh's policy of staying 
quiet under Assyrian vassaldom (cf. 30: 15), and of maintaining a 
determined neutrality in the face of pressures to join an alliance against 
Assyria. Israel had been shown the way of rest and repose (Heb. 
marge'ah), which would secure them against further bloodshed and 
destruction. Isaiah had consistently advocated such a policy of non
alignment, yet now the king had rejected it, and these priests and 
prophets had encouraged him in doing so. yet they would not hear. 
The comment marks the prophet's own consciousness that his 
message had been rejected yet again. Kaiser regards v. 12 as the work of 
a glossator, working between 598 and 587, but this is not necessary. 

13. Therefore the word of the LORD will be to them: The verse is 
made up of a repetition ofv. 10, coupled with a quotation from 8: 15. It 
is the work of a later redactor who has applied the warning that God will 
speak to Judah through the language of foreigners in another direction. 
He has taken it to mean that God's word of prophecy will be treated by 
the people as a foreign language so that they will not heed it and 
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consequently will fall and be snared by events. It is clearly a comment 
made post eventum, and must have been added after 587 to show why 
the people failed to heed the warnings that such a disaster would come. 

THE REFUGE OF LIES 

28: 14-22 

The section in vv. 14-22 is closely related in circumstance and subject 
matter with that which precedes in vv. 7-13, so that Donner (pp. 
146-53) would take the two units together, although he clearly recog
nises a break after v. 13. However, this section should be regarded as 
addressed to a different group from that of the preceding. Here it is 
those who rule this people in Jerusalem (v. 14) who are the subject of 
Isaiah's threat. This must refer to the political leaders who are con
gratulating themselves on their successful negotiation of a treaty with a 
neighbouring power which will support them in their bid to throw off 
the yoke of Assyria. Cf. above on chs. 18-19. This treaty will lead only 
to defeat and disaster (v. 18). The treaty is described by the prophet as a 
covenant with death and with Sheol (vv. 15, 18), and this has led 
Kaiser, among others, to think of some kind of mysterious rite in 
which the political leaders believed themselves to have secured 

--inµnortality by negotiating with, and warding off, the powers of death. 
Achnittedly there were some rituals involving necromancy and such 
like, current in ancient Israel (cf. 1 Sam. 28), and Mot, the god of Death, 
figured prominently in Canaanite religion. Yet it is very unlikely that 
this is the prophet's meaning here. Rather he is using heavily satirical 
language to characterise the political treaty upon which the leaders 
pride themselves as an act of political folly which will lead to their 
doom and death. Who precisely this neighbouring power was cannot 
be satisfactorily determined, but most probably it was Egypt. Exactly 
why Egypt could be meaningfully described metaphorically as 'Death' 
(Mot) is not clear unless it was the apparent religious preoccupation of 
that country with death and the care of the dead. In any case it suited 
Isaiah's purpose to affirm that the treaty which promised military 
support to Judah was nothing other than a promise of doom. 

This threatening aspect of the section is challenged to so_me extent 
by the interpretation of vv. 16-17a which appear to offer hope and 
assurance to Judah by asserting that God has set a sure foundation in 
Jerusalem. These verses appear to be affirming a promise, therefore, 
rather than a threat. Yet the difficulty here can be overcome by recog
nising that the prophet's purpose is to contrast God's way of salvation 
with the false way chosen by the leaders of Judah. The implication is 
that God had offered his security to Judah, but by seeking a foreign 
alliance, this had been decisively rejected. The very rock of their 
foundation, therefore, would become a rock of 'testing' (see below on 
v. 16). We may compare 8: 14-15 for a similar turning by the prophet of 
the metaphor of a rock, used of God, into a warning of judgment. 

The question of the authenticity of the section can only be decided 
once it is recognised that certain glosses have been made. V. 19 consists 
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of two separate glosses, easily identifiable, which attempt an extended 
meaning of the prophet's words. Similarly v. 22 is a gloss which 
interprets the threat in an apocalyptic eschatological fashion as a warn
ing of judgment coming upon the whole earth (rather than land). V. 20, 
which consists of a proverbial saying, is more difficult to evaluate, 
since it could be regarded as a kind of proverbial comment on the 
situation threatened in v. 18, emanating from the prophet himself. 
More probably it is a redactor's comment. So too v. 21, which 
comments upon the strangeness of God's act of judgment, may not 
derive from Isaiah, although Wildberger points out that no completely 
compelling reason exists for denying either vv. 20 or 21 to the prophet. 
For the rest the complex use of metaphor in vv. 14-18 is typically 
Isaianic and its authenticity to him cannot be in doubt. The question of 
date is impossible of certain resolution, and J. Lindblom, 'Der 
Eckstein in Jes. 28, 16', Festschrift S. Mowinckel, Oslo, 1955, pp. 
123-32, would place the section early in Isaiah's ministry. However, 
much greater likelihood exists in linking the prophecy with the revolt 
against Sennacherib in 705-701, and most probably to the early negoti
ations with Egypt and other powers for the withdrawal of allegiance to 
Assyrian suzerainty. 

I4. Therefore hear the word of the LoRD, you scoffers: The 
scoffers are evidently not the priests and prophets of v. 7, and it is a 
redactor who has linked the two sections together by adding There
fore. Those addressed are the political leaders who rule this people in 
Jerusalem. Once again the term this people contains a hint of divine 
rejection and rebuff. Fohrer's suggestion that 'rulers' should be read as 
'proverb-makers' (msl, II, 'to speak in proverbs') is ingenious, but 
unconvincing. It is the leaders who are pleased with themselves be
cause they regard their treaty promising military aid as a boon to the 
citizens they represent. 

IS, We have made a covenant with death: The prophet is putting 
words into the mouths of the rulers in a heavily ironic fashion. What 
they say is full of assurance; the treaty is a 'cast-iron guarantee' of 
protection and security. In reality, however, the prophet sees it as 
precisely the opposite - a sentence of death. It is most likely that the 
reference is to the treaty with Egypt, condemned elsewhere by Isaiah 
(e.g. 30: 1-5), but possibly with some other neighbouring power. The 
prophet's meaning would not be lost on his hearers who would be full 
of talk about their covenant (treaty). Popular association of Egypt and 
Egyptian religion with the cult of the dead may have been widely 
spoken of in Judah. With Sheol we have an agreement: The w9rd 
agreement (Heh. Jµjzeh) is a unique occurrence, but its meaning can
not be in doubt (cf. K-B, I, p. 289, and hazig in v. 18). An emendation 
to the more common IJesed ('steadfast love') is therefore not to be 
followed. when the overwhelming scourge passes through: The over
whelming scourge (Heb. sot sofep; Q"re' and 1Qls8

) was the desert 
rainstorm, which Canaanite tradition identified with the siormgod 
Hadad. Cf. H. Gese, 'Der stromende Geissel des Hadad und Jes. 28, 15 
und 18', Festschrift K. Galling, Tiibingen, 1970, pp. 127-34. for we 
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have made lies our refuge: By putting such words in a purported 
quotation of what the rulers claimed, the prophet was caricaturing their 
trust, but hinting also at the disastrous consequences it would have. To 
rely upon a shelter which is inadequate is to expose oneself to the full 
fury of the storm. The lies are apparently the assurances of support and 
protection contained in the treaty which had been made. 

16. therefore thus says the Lord Gon: The words are taken by 
Kaiser to be part of the original prophetic saying, linking up with v. 
17b, where the pronouncement of Yahweh's punishment is made. 
What then comes in vv. 16, 17a establishes the condition which makes 
such a sentence inevitable: 'Because I am laying in Zion ... then hail 
will sweep away ... '. Behold I am laying in Zion for a foundation: 
The ptc. yosed is to be read with the ancient versions of1Qlsb. a stone, a 
tested stone: The metaphor has given rise to a very extended discus
sion over the question of what type of stone is actually meant. For 
discussioncf. M. Tsevat, TWAT, I,p. 591;J. Lindblom,op. cit.,p. 126, 
and H. Wildberger, comm. II, pp. 1o66f. Suggestions have ranged 
between 'capstone', 'foundation stone' and 'testing stone'. Both 
etymologically and on the grounds of context the last seems the most 
probable. It is a stone by which the measurements and shape of other 
stones is tested. BDB suggests 'tested stone', whereas LXX has 'costly 
stQne'. The prophet's meaning would then be that God has already 
esclblished in Jerusalem himself as the 'rock' and defence of his people 
(cf. 8, 14f.) by which all other guarantees of security are to be tested. 
Since the treaty cannot comply with this condition, it stands rejected by 
God and becomes a source of false trust. He who believes will not be in 
haste: Better 'will not waver' (NEB). The prophet appears to be citing 
an inscription cut into such a stone, with an intentional double enten
dre on his part: 'He who builds firmly ('has faith') will not waver.' 

17. And I will make justice the line: The prophet extends his 
architectural imagery by introducing two further metaphors of the 
measuring line and the plummet. This is preferable to seeing here 
(with Kaiser) a secondary exegesis of the 'line' ofvv. 10, 13. By showing 
how God tests the firmness of his people's building, the prophet makes 
it very plain that they will not be able to pass so stringent a test (cf. Am. 
7: 7-9). They stand condemned by the very security (God) whom they 
have so foolishly rejected for a worthless treaty. 
and hail will sweep away the refuge of lies: The prophet now pro
nounces his judgment against his people, returning to the imagery of 
the rainstorm of v. 15. Just as a violent storm sweeps away all flimsy 
shelters, so will this treaty be shown up as a lie when the storm (the 
king of Assyria) comes. 

18. Then your covenant with death will be annulled: The verse is 
made complex by the combining of two images, that of a covenant with 
death and of a rainstorm, but the threatening intent of the message is 
perfectly clear. His people have looked for protection in the wrong place, 
and they will find out its inadequacy when the time comes to use it. 

19. As often as it passes through: The first half of the verse is a 
gloss which endeavours to generalise upon the specific content of the 
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Isaianic warning. The scourge (rainstorm= Assyria) will pass through 
regularly, but is here understood as any kind of misfortune to which 
the people will be continually subject, and from which they will have 
no protection after having rejected God. and it will be sheer terror to 
understand the message: This is a second gloss, aimed at warning the 
reader that the content of the message (Heh. s'mu'ah) will be awe
inspiring and fearful. Evidently the message is an allusion back to v. 9, 
but is here applied to the prophetic word as a whole, interpreted as an 
apocalyptic disclosure of God's plan. 

20. For the bed is too short to stretch oneself on it: The saying is 
obviously a simple proverbial one to the effect that in certain condi
tions, there can be no rest. Whether it is from Isaiah or not is almost 
impossible to establish, and it merely comments upon the threat of 
v. 18. Most likely it is a further attempt at drawing more generalised 
conclusions from the prophet's message to a specific situation. 

2I. For the LORD will rise up as on Mount Perazim: Wildberger 
would defend the authenticity of this verse to Isaiah, although this 
cannot be regarded as certain. The references are to David's defeat of 
the Philistines on Mount Perazim (2 Sam. 5: 17-25) and to Joshua's 
victory in the valley of Gibeon (Jos. 10: 10-15). to do his deed -
strange is his deed: God's action will be 'foreign', or strange (Heb. 
zar), because it will involve his punishment of his own people. 

22. Now therefore do not scoff: This is a late redactor's comment 
addressed to the reader not to scoff at God's word as the rulers became 
'scoffers' (v. 14). The message that is deduced from the prophecy is that 
God has issued a decree of destruction upon the whole 'earth' (rather 
than upon the whole land), which must ring strangely on human ears. 
Yet this apocalyptic eschatology is how the later post-exilic age dis
cerned prophecy as still having a message for it. 

THE WISDOM OF THE FARMER 

28:23-29 

The parable of the work of the farmer, used as an analogy to explain the 
action of God, has aroused a great deal of discussion, and has witnessed 
wide dissension among commentators regarding its authenticity. A 
considerable number of scholars have acclaimed its authenticity, in
cluding Duhm, Skinner, Schoors, Wright, R. B. Y. Scott, Fohrer, and 
also the special studies of J. W. Whedbee, Isaiah and Wisdom, pp. 
51~8 and W. Dietrich,Jesaja und die Politik, pp. 124~. Mostrecently 
Wildberger (II, p. 1087) has defended its Isaianic origin. Against this, 
T. K. Cheyne, K. Marti, R.H. Pfeiffer, and more recently 0. Kaiser and 
H. Barth, p.211, have denied it to the prophet, Barth ascribing it to the 
work of the 'Assyrian Redactor' of Josiah's reign, whilst Kaiser sees in 
it a piece of apocalyptic eschatology. In view of such dissension it is 
obviously necessary to proceed cautiously. The fact that the parable is 
set out in a didactic form, reminiscent of Wisdom compositions, can
not, of itself, be used to support, or weaken, the claim to an Isaianic 
origin. Similarly arguments based on vocabulary, especially when used 
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in such a distinctive context as this, can have no substantial weight. 
The issue must depend ultimately on questions of content, and the 
relevance of this to Isaiah's own preaching. 

On this basis the interpretation of the parable can be considered first, 
and its relationship to the preaching of Isaiah deduced from this. The 
theme of the parable of the farmer's actions during the agricultural 
seasons is quite clear. The farmer, in working his fields, has a time for 
ploughing, a time for sowing and a time for harvesting; there is great 
variety in his actions. The implication is that this is also true of God, 
who does not always judge and punish his people, but has a time to heal 
and restore them. The parable is therefore levelled against critics of 
Isaiah's preaching who complain that it is inconsistent. God does not 
always act towards his people in a uniform manner. However, it is not 
only the inconsistency that is complained of, but the parable is quite 
explicitly aimed at showing that the time for judgment is past (plough
ing, crushing, vv. 24, 28). The purpose, therefore, is to argue from the 
farming analogy that God's message is not only of judgment but also of 
salvation. In fact the parable seems to be directly designed to soften the 
implication ofv. 21 that God will execute a strange work of judgment 
against his people. It shows that this must come to an end, and in turn 
be followed by a time of salvation. Wildberger, Barth and Kaiser are, 
tllerefore, all in agreement on this point, even though they disagree 
aq<>ut assigning it to Isaiah. Wildberger would so so and would align 
the parable with the claim that, after having threatened Hezekiah for 
his rebellion against Sennacherib, Isaiah came subsequently to affirm 
that the Assyrian attack on Jerusalem would fail (14 :24-27; 17: 12-14; 
29: 5--8, etc.). The parable, therefore, belongs to the time of 701, and 
serves to defend Isaiah's change of attitude at that time. Yet we have 
seen that these passages which threaten the Assyrians do not come 
from Isaiah himself, but from the Josianic Redactor of the prophecies 
(Barth's AR). There is therefore much plausibility in linking, as Barth 
does, this parable also with the work of the Josianic Redactor. It is 
designed to show that God can both judge and save his people as part of 
a single consistent purpose. It is impossible, however, to place the 
emphasis upon salvation, which forms the basis of this parable, into 
the known pattern of Isaiah's preaching. It already presupposes their 
compilation into a written collection and serves to elaborate upon their 
meaning. 

23. Give ear and hear my voice: The author adopts the distinctive 
idiom and didactic approach of the Wisdom teacher. 

24. Does he who ploughs for sowing plough continually: We 
should delete for sowing (cf. BHS) as a rather superfluous addition. 
The force of the parable rests on the analogy between certain farming 
actions: ploughing, harrowing, threshing, and judgment. Isaiah's 
prophecies appear.to be full of warnings of judgment and threat against 
God's own people (cf. especially 28: 14-22). The point of the parable is 
to show that these actions have their place, but are necessary for a time 
only. Thus both of the questions in this verse are rhetorical and imply 
the answer 'No!'. 
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25. does he not scatter dill: The various crops mentioned - dill, 

cummin, wheat, barley and spelt-were the most common in use in 
the small peasant farming communities of Judah. and put in wheat in 
rows: The words in rows are omitted by LXX, which also lacks in its 
proper place after barley. Both omissions are probably original, since 
the line is over-long. For agriculture in Old Testament times, cf. E.W. 
Heaton, Everyday Life in Old Testament Times, London, 1956. 

26. his God teaches him: This comment provides an interesting 
sidelight on the belief that the age-old wisdom of agriculture, the 
sources of which lay far beyond the horizons of remembered history, 
were to be traced back to God. Like the gift of the secret of fire from 
heaven, so the knowledge of agriculture was considered as bestowed by 
God. In Canaanite religion it is abundantly clear that agriculture and 
religion were closely intertwined so that many agricultural acts had a 
ritual-cultic significance. Cf. F. F. Hvidberg, Weeping and Laughterin 
the Old Testament, Leiden/Copenhagen, 1962, pp. 5off. 

27. Dill is not threshed with a threshing sledge: The parable moves 
on to argue that even specific actions like threshing have to be under
taken with due regard for the crop, so that this is not spoiled by too 
heavy an action. Just as there are different seasons for the growing of 
crops, so also are there different techniques for dealing with them. 

28. Does one crush bread grain: The use of rhetorical questions in 
relation to the harsher actions of farming shows that the softer, gentler 
tasks are also needed. 

29. This also comes from the LoRD of hosts: The meaning of the 
various questions is clear: there is a time for gentler, 'saving' work on 
the farm, and so also is this true of God in his dealings with Israel. 

THE SIEGE OF THE CITY OF DAVID 

29:1-8 

The address of this prophecy to Ariel has occasioned much comment 
on account of the precise explanation and origin of this name, by which 
Jerusalem is certainly meant. It pictures God himself laying siege to 
the city, as once before David had done, and reducing it to abject 
weakness and helplessness (v. 4). Then suddenly the picture changes 
with v. 5, and the foes are no longer the agents of Yahweh, but have 
become his enemies. They are to be threatened and shattered by him, 
when he visits them with thunder, earthquake and storm. How this 
change is to be accounted for has occasioned very great difficulty. 
Fohrer sees it as a conditional change, affirming what would happen if 
Jerusalem repents and trusts Yahweh, whilst Wildberger defends its 
integrity and authenticity to Isaiah by arguing that, when Jerusalem 
was besieged by Sennacherib in 701, then Isaiah turned his message 
round to affirm the overthrow of the Assyrian attackers (cf. 14: 24-27; 
and see below on chs. 36-37). However, such a view of a sudden and 
dramatic change on Isaiah's part must be rejected, and the recognition 
made that only vv. 1-4 are an authentic prophecy of Isaiah's. It must 
derive from the period 705-701, probably not too far from 701 itself, 
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when the possibility of an Assyrian siege of Jerusalem began to appear 
likely. The prophet is then affirming that Yahweh will be the chief 
actor behind this siege, working through the Assyrians to punish his 
people for their faithlessness. Vv. 5-8 have then been added by the 
Josianic Redactor, who has built them up out of traditional imagery ofa 
divine theophany in a storm. It is pointless to speculate whether the 
original Isaianic threat has been shortened to make room for this new 
redactional ending. The aim of the redaction has been to interpret the 
failure of Sennacherib to take Jerusalem in 701 as a victory for Yahweh 
and a mark of his providential purpose for Jerusalem, Judah and the 
Davidic monarchy. See below on chs. 36--37. More than this, the re
dactional addition develops out of its interpretation of what happened 
in 701 a broader theme, or doctrine, of the inviolability of Mount Zion, 
which will be invincible, not just against Assyria, but against 'all the 
nations' that dare to threaten her (v. 7). This provided the basis for the 
short-lived 'Zion Tradition', which proved so disastrous a hope in the 
face of the later threat from Assyria (see below onchs. 38-39). Only vv. 
1-4 come from Isaiah, therefore, and vv. 5-7(8) are from the redactor, or 
more probably redactional school, which edited and developed a con
temporary message on the basis oflsaiah's prophecies during Josiah's 
reign (64o-6o9 BC). V. 8, which is in prose, appears to have been added 
later still. 

29: 1. Ho Ariel, Ariel, the city where David encamped: The oracle 
begins with the cry 'Woe ... ' (Heh. hoy), and immediately identifies 
the subject threatened. RSV's Ho is therefore misleading and ambi
guous, since the intention is explicitly to threaten Jerusalem. The 
name Ariel evidently refers to Jerusalem, and the most probable inter
pretation is that it is a reference to the altar of burnt-offering in the 
temple. Cf. 2 Sam. 23 :20; Isa. 33 :7 and Ezek. 43: 15f., and see W. F. 
Albright, JBL 39 (1920), pp. 137-42 and Archaeology and the Religion 
of Israel. 2nd edn, Baltimore, 1953, p. 151. The name, which 1Qis" 
reads •aru• el appears to mean 'altar hearth' (cf. Akk. arallu). In any case 
the reference is to David's capture of Jerusalem from the Jebusites (2 
Sam. 5 :6-10). Kaiser interprets encamped to mean no more than 
'took up his abode', but more probably a more explicit allusion to 
David's siege and capture of the city is intended. Jerusalem had not 
fallen in battle since David's time, and the prophet now intends to 
affirm that the city, which was proud of its strong defences, was not 
impregnable. The reference to Ariel ('altar-hearth') may also have had a 
deliberately threatening overtone. let the feasts run their round: The 
meaning is that, no matter how zealously the inhabitants attend to their 
religious services and duties, they will not succeed in buying off God's 
hostility towards themselves. 

2. Yet I will distress Ariel: Better, 'Now then I will lay siege 
to .. .'. The adversative translation of the Heh. waw as yet is mis
placed, since v. 1 is already threatening. God will 'lay siege to' (Heb. 
$Uq) Jerusalem through the armies of Sennacherib. The prophetic 
identification of God with a human agency is a common idiom, which is 
contrasted with the image of v. 6, where God is portrayed as acting more 
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directly through natural phenomena. How close the situation en
visaged was to that of 701 is not made evident, but probably the possi
bility of an Assyrian siege of Jerusalem had now arisen. In fact only the 
initial preparations for such a siege appear to have been made before 
Hezekiah surrendered. and she shall be to me like an Ariel: Probably 
we should read 'And you shall be ... '(cf. BHS). The prophet makes a 
grim play on the threatening aspect of the mystery of the name Ariel by 
warning that the entire city will become an altar-hearth (NEB 'fiery 
altar'), in which the inhabitants will become the sacrifice. 

3. And I will encamp against you round about: This marks a 
further development in the idea of 'encamping' by threatening siege. 
Instead of round about (Heb. kaddur) some MSS and LXX read 'like 
David' (kaslawid), but the allusion is in any case sufficiently clear. and 
will besiege you with towers: The techniques of a military siege are 
described quite fully, and suggest that the prophecy comes from a time 
when the Assyrians were already in Judah, so that the probability of an 
attack on Jerusalem was evident. Nevertheless a siege was almost 
inevitable against a fortified city like Jerusalem, so that Isaiah was not 
only concerned that it would happen, but that his hearers should 
recognise that it was God who was bringing it about. 

4. Then deep from the earth you shall speak: The verse is cryptic in 
its meaning, and yet remains central to the understanding of the 
relationship of vv. 1-4 to 5-7. Fohrer understands it to express the 
situation of humbled penitence which will be forced on the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem, so that vv. 5-7(8) convey the form which the deliverance 
could take, but which will be conditional upon this penitent attitude. 
Barth, pp. 184-90, however, takes vv. 5-7 in quite a different way, with 
the inhabitants inside Jerusalem being Yahweh's enemies whom he 
will attack. We must, however, reject the attempt to understand vv 
5-7(8) in a threatening sense, and, with this, recognise that it is an 
addition to vv. 1-4. V. 4 itself then conveys the threat of humiliated 
devastation which will be inflicted on Jerusalem as a result of the siege. 
The inhabitants of the city will be reduced to grovelling ghosts of their 
former selves. They will be brought down (ip[) and humbled (i~~)_z 
which can only be understood in an adverse sense. your voice shall 
come from the ground: The currency of various necromantic rites may 
have encouraged the prophet to use such a simile. In any case there is a 
subtle allusion to death and abject weakness and humiliation in such a 
comparison. However the siege was finally resolved, the prophet 
makes clear that it would be disastrous for the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 
It must be considered possible that the prophet's original threat may 
have elaborated more fully on the ruin that would come to Jerusalem. If 
so, this has been curtailed to make room for a more positive estimate of 
the outcome now given in vv. 5-8. 

5. But the multitude of your foes: The MT has 'foreigners' (Heh. 
zarayil!,_), but this must be read with 1Qis" and the ancient versions as 
foes (Heh. zed,ayik). Vv. 5-7 derive from the Josianic Redactor of 
Isaiah's prophecies and look back upon what took place in 701 BC, as a 
sign of God's plan to protect Jerusalem 'for his own sake and for the 
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sake of his servant David' (cf. 37: 35). v. 7 then establishes from this a 
broader doctrine of the 'inviolability' of Jerusalem in the face of a threat 
from all nations, and this has been further elaborated in v. 8 in a 
semi-apocalyptic fashion. like passing chaff: Cf. 17: 13 for a similar 
comparison. And in an instant, suddenly: Just how the overthrow of 
the Assyrian attackers would be brought about is not made clear, but 
the emphasis upon the divine action which would accomplish this has 
led to great stress upon the extraordinary suddenness of the event. 

6. you will be visited by the LoRD of hosts: The imagery of God's 
action is taken from the traditional imagery of theophanies. Cf. J. 
Jeremias, Theophanie. Die Geschichte einer alttestamentliche Gattung 
(WMANT 10), Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1965, p. 71. The use of this theo
phanic imagery here is to stress that the action will be the direct work of 
God, not mediated through human agents. 

7. And the multitude of all the nations: Vv. 5 and 6 have been 
composed as a retrospective interpretation of the preservation of Jeru
salem from destruction in 701 as a result ofHezekiah's surrender. Now 
v. 7, which may have been added later, broadens this into a future 
assurance that all nations that threaten Jerusalem will be confronted by 
Yahweh, protecting his city and people. This gave rise to a central 
feature of what has come to be called the 'Zion Tradition' (cf. J. 
Schreiner, Zion-Jerusalem. Jahwes Konigsitz, pp. 191ff.), but which 
must be seen rather as a special development of a feature of the ancient 
royal Davidic traditions. Cf. J. J.M. Roberts,JBL 92 (1973), pp. 329-44. 
all that fight against her and her stronghold: Better read 'all their 
garrisons' (reading muH<ib.eyha, or r,,tbbeyha; cf. HTOT, i>. 185) and 
'siege works' (m'fur.t.eyhaa; cf. Vulg. and IQls"). They will disappear as 
suddenly as a dream passes out of the mind. 

8. As when a hungry man dreams he is eating: This elaboration of 
the comparison with a dream comes rather prosaically after the vivid 
imagery of vv. 5-7 and is a secondary elaboration of it by a later redactor 
(so Marti, Fohrer, Schoors, Wildberger, Barth, p. 186). Barth would 
identify this with his 'Assyrian Redaction' of J osiah's time, but it must 
probably be regarded as of later origin than this. It is set out in prose 
(RSV attempts to adapt to a poetic form), and is most probably to be 
seen as a post-exilic eschatological reinterpretation of the protection 
theme of v. 7, asserting that ultimately Mount Zion would be tri
umphant over all nations. 

THREESHORTSAYINGSCONDEMNINGJUDAH 

29:9-l'.6 

There now follow three short independent sayings in vv. 9-10, 13-14 
and I 5-16, the first of which has been expanded by a later redactor in vv. 
11-12, as the prose character of the verses confirms. The authenticity of 
all three of the sayings from Isaiah has been widely maintained by 
almost all commentators, and this is to be followed. They condemn the 
leaders of Jerusalem for the pursuit of policies which are contrary to 
Yahweh, and this must certainly be taken to refer to the protracted 
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series of negotiations between Hezekiah, Egypt, and other neighbour
ing powers, in the period 705-701. Most probably they come from an 
early stage of such negotiations, and sharply condemn the Jerusalem 
politicians for their arrogance and lack of discernment in what they 
propose. They have been blinded, and all their senses numbed, by 
Yahweh (v. JO); their minds are closed to any understanding of God (v. 
13), and in their folly and embarrassment they even think that they can 
hide their plans from God (v. 15). 

(i) 29:9--u The Spirit of Deep Sleep. 

9. Stupefy yourselves and be in a stupor: The text requires a slight 
emendation. Cf. Hab. I : 5 for the verb (Heb. tmh in hithpa'el) meaning 
'to be dumbfounded'. The imperative is heavily ironic, and the idea is 
of men making decisions which only lead them on into greater con
fusion and disaster. Cf. 6 :9. The people addressed are not identified, 
but must be the political leaders of Jerusalem, no doubt including the 
king himself. The occasion is the negotiations with neighbouring 
powers for rebellion against Assyria. Be drunk, but not with wine: The 
MT reads the verbs as indicatives, but these must be emended to 
imperatives, as RSV and cf. HTOT, p. 185. 

IO. For the LORD has poured out upon you: The policy is viewed as 
so disastrous that the prophet avows that its only explanation must be 
that God himself has deprived these people of their senses, and induced 
in them a deep intellectual torpor. Possibly by such bitter words the 
prophet hoped to awaken in his hearers an awareness of the conse
quences of what they proposed. The two explanatory appositions, the 
prophets to your eyes and the seers to your heads, are explanatory 
glosses introduced by a later redactor who has mistakenly understood 
the imagery as allegorical. He has made the original rebuke of the 
political leaders into a rebuke of Jews who do not pay attention to the 
(mysterious) message of the prophets. 

11. And the vision of all this: Vv. II and I2 are clearly dependent on 
vv. 9f. and come from a redactor of the post-exilic age (Wildberger 
suggests fifth century Be). They urge greater attention to the message 
that the prophet had given by complaining that the people neither 
listen to it, nor understand it. It has become like a book that is sealed, 
which a literate person refuses to unseal and which is in any case 
useless to the illiterate. The vision of all this must refer particularly to 
the promise of Jerusalem's deliverance in the face of a threat from<all 
nations'. This was evidently now interpreted eschatologiaally as a 
promise of the final exaltation and triumph of the city (as in v. 8)-. Those 
who refuse to accept this eschatological interpretation of the vision 
(message) are accused of having succumbed to the 'spirit of deep sleep' 
(v. Io). The addition is an instructive illustration of the way in which 
prophecy was revitalised and re-interpreted in the post-exilic age, and 
increasingly understood in an apocalyptic eschatological fashion. 
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(i1) 29: 13-14 Lip-service. 

13. Because this people draw near with their mouth: Vv. 13 and 14 
form an independent saying from that of vv. 9-10, but from a closely 
similar time and situation. Their derivation is almost entirely uncon
tested. They add yet a further perspective to the knowledge of the deep 
gulf which separated Isaiah's advocacy of continued submission to 
Assyrian rule from Hezekiah's intention of attempting to break free 
from it. The king and people evidently reasoned that, if they trusted in 
Yahweh and remained loyal to him, he could then be relied upon to 
uphold their cause. Isaiah firmly rejects such hopes by denouncing 
them as a false piety. No matter how earnestly they prayed and per
formed their religious duties, because their intentions were opposed to 
God, theycouldnotexpecthishelp. Thewholeofv. 13rebuts the claim 
that the cultus ofJ erusalem, including that of its temple, could save the 
people from the wrath of God if they disobeyed him. It is important, 
however, to note the context in which such a criticism of cul tic religion 
appears. It is not a criticism of religious rites per se, but as a cloak to 
hide a deeper moral disobedience. while their hearts are far from 
home: The heart was not the seat of the emotions, but of the intellect, 
in Hebrew thought. Cf. H. W. Wolff, Anthropology of the Old Testa
ment, London, 1974, pp. 40ff; F. Stolz, THAT, I, cols. 861-7. The 
precise occasion in which this saying was given can only be guessed at, 
but it must belong to the period 705-701. W. Dietrich, p. 174, would 
locate it ata time close to the actual siege of Jerusalem in 701, when the 
people were beginning to consider their fate after the Assyrian army 
had entered Judah. 

14. therefore, behold, I will again do marvellous things: The 
words with this people are almost certainly a later addition, although 
they accurately interpret the reference. The actions of God are 'marvels' 
(Heb. pele') and he 'acts marvellously' (Heh. haple') - descriptions 
which Israelite tradition associated with God's might acts of deliver
ance for Israel, Cf. Jos. 3:1; Ps. 98:1, etc., and see THAT, II, cols. 
413-20. It could also describe his actions through individuals like 
Abraham (Gen. 18: 14). This saving significance of God's action is now 
entirely turned round by the prophet to affirm its opposite effect. God 
will act, but instead of leading to Israel's deliverance and freedom from 
the yoke of Assyria, it will lead to their destruction and further sub
mission to it. and the wisdom of their wise men shall perish: The wise 
men here must be a reference to the counsellors and political advisors 
of the king who had encouraged him to undertake his anti-Assyrian 
policy. Only when it failed, totally and tragically, would men come to 
realise that it was not based on true wisdom at all, but was merely the 
misguided gamble of irresponsible men. Cf. W. McKane, Prophets and 
Wise Men (SBT 44), 1965, pp. 7of. 

(iii) 29: 15-16 Hiding from God 

15. Woe to those who hide deep from the LORD their counsel: Vv. 
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15-16 form the last of the sequence of three Isaianic sayings condemn
ing the ruling classes in Jerusalem for their revolt against Sennacherib. 
V. 16 carries echoes of 10: 15 and simply comments upon the invective 
of v. 15 without adding any additional threat. Vermeylen (I, p. 404), 
therefore regards v. 16 as a redactor's expansion of v. 15, which is 
complete in itself. This may indeed be so, although there is nothing 
that decisively precludes the acceptance of v. 16 as Isaiah's own com
ment upon the mentality of the rulers he condemns in v. 15. The 
political leaders had sought to keep hidden from the general public, 
and therefore from Isaiah also, the policies they had agreed upon. 
Kaiser relates the rebuke to the time when the Assyrian armies were in 
Judah and Hezekiah sent a mission to the Egyptian Pharaoh Shabako to 
ask for assistance against Sennacherib. Such a plan necessarily required 
secrecy, which would have been hard to maintain. The action is seen by 
Isaiah as a further sign of the folly of such a policy, and even hints that 
the secrecy is a mark of the shamefacedness of those who have origi
nated the plan. whose deeds are in the dark: The prophet hints at the 
nefarious nature of what had been planned by such a description of the 
secrecy surrounding it. However much they try to hide their decision, 
they must know that they cannot hide it from God, to whom all things 
are known. 

16. You tum things upside down: The Heb. is obscure and has 
occasioned uncertainty. RSV follows MT, taking the noun as hel!_ek, 
'perversity, contrariness'; cf. Ezek. 16: 34. (IQls" reads slightly dif
ferently). Various emendations have been put forward: Ehrlich, 
Randglossen, IV, p. 105, proposes 'Is he (i.e. God) like you?' 
(he!1akem), whereas BHS follows T. H. Robinson, ZAW 49 (1931), p. 
322, in suggesting 'as flasks?' (ha/1eJ!.akkim). It is preferable to retain 
MT, although recognising the uncertainty. The verse elaborates upon 
the folly of the politicians and leaders in desperately trying to bolster 
up their policy ofrebellion, when it is that policy itself which is wrong. 
They cannot devise plans contrary to God. Shall the potter be regarded 
as the clay; The argument occurs earlier with reference to the Assy
rians. Man is a creature, and he must obey the laws imposed by his 
creatureliness. He cannot act independently of God, or still less in 
defiance of him. What folly, therefore, to imagine that secrecy could 
improve the chances of their disastrous plan. that the thing made 
should say: Instead of a repetition of should say (Heb. 'amar), rQis" 
reads 'clay' (/Jemer); i.e. 'that a thing of clay should say', which is clearly 
correct. 

THE COMING AGE OF SALVATION 

29:17-24 

These verses present a marked contrast to the threats which have 
preceded it and set out a broad picture ofreassurance and hope, focus
ing on a coming age of salvation. In this the poor and oppressed will 
find joy and freedom; the ruthless and tyrannical will be restrained, and 
the survivors of Israel will maintain a glad and unwavering piety. In 
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spite of a few attempts to defend an Isaianic, pre-exilic, origin 
(Eichrodt, Hertzberg would seek to trace an Isaianic nucleus), the 
whole section must be ascribed to the post-exilic age. Vermeylen, I, p. 
4o6, finds in it traces of elements from chs. 40-55 and 56--o6, as well as 
from Deuteronomy, but more certainly than this the whole perspective 
is that of the great eschatological turning-point which was awaited at 
the end-time. The affinities are with chs. 24-27, and this is an expres
sion of post-exilic eschatology, closely bordering on apocalyptic. The 
precise date of its origin is difficult to define, but most probably it is 
that of the early fifth century, when the immediate hopes of a political 
restoration after the exile were being couched in more and more 
extreme forms. The section has been included here in order to round 
off the threatening import of chs. 28-29, and the specific threat to 
Jerusalem and its leaders, with a more enduring word of hope. For 
those living under judgment, in which ancient prophecies had been 
fulfilled, the message was not one of ultimate condemnation, but a call 
to repentance in expectation that a great turning-point would soon 
come in which the ancient hopes oflsrael would find fulfilment. Cf. my 
essay 'Patterns in the Prophetic Canon', Canon and Authority, ed. G. 
W. Coats and B. 0. Long, Philadelphia, 1977, pp. 42-55. 

17. Is it not yet a very little while: Cf. 32: 15 for a similar emphasis 
upon the extraordinary fertility of the earth in the time of salvation. Not 
only will the political frustrations for Israel be removed when God acts 
to deliver her, but the entire order of nature will reflect the divine 
blessing and goodness. Ancient ideas concerning God's power as the 
giver of life and fertility have been adapted to an eschatological per
spective. until Lebanon shall be turned into a fruitful field: Probably 
here Lebanon should be understood as more than just the high 
wooded mountain range to the north of Israel, and be seen as repre
sentative of all forest land. The emphasis upon the reversed roles of 
woodland and grassland is strange; cf. NEB's 'Lebanon goes back to 
grassland'; but the intention would appear to be to stress the increased 
fertility of the earth in the time of salvation. Cf. 35 : 2. 

18. In that day the deaf shall hear: The words should probably be 
taken in their literal sense that, when the age of salvation dawns, 
physical handicaps will be overcome so that the deaf will hear and the 
blind see. It will be a kind of 'new creation'. J. Skinner, however, 
would take it metaphorically of the spiritually blind and deaf; cf. 43 : 8, 
whilst Kaiser would link it directly with the warning of 29: 1of. con
cerning those who do not accept the eschatological interpretation of 
prophecy. Certainly 35: 5, in a section which has many affinities with 
that here, understands the removal of deafness and blindness literally, 
but it may be that the present author has adapted this promise in a 
metaphorical way. In any case it must be borne in mind that the theme 
of 'deafness' and 'blindness' in the Isaiah tradition may have originated 
with 6 : 10 and subsequently been adapted in more than one sense. 

19. The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the LORD: The meek (Heh. 
'

0 nawim) are the afflicted and oppressed, rather than those who simply 
do not assert themselves. It becomes an almost technical term for the 
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afflicted pious community of the faithful, who suffer under oppressors 
and 'violent men' (Heb. ,ari~im). the poor among men Heb. 'e}zyone 
'agJim) are the economically impoverished, but increasingly in the 
post-exilic age the factors of economic impoverishment and oppression 
of the pious appear to have become linked together. 

20. For the ruthless shall come to naught: The ruthless is literally 
the 'tyrant, oppressor' (Heh. 'aris) who takes advantage of the poor. 
The scoffer (Heb. lef) is the arrogant and haughty person who acts in 
total disregard of others and disdains any piety. Cf. Prov. 13 : 1. and all 
who watch to do evil: NEB 'quick to see (Heb. soqeg, cf. Jer. 1: 12) 
mischief. 

2I. who by a word: The Heb. (Hiph 'ii ptc. of the verb l!atii', 'to sin') 
would normaly mean 'to lead a person into sin' (Exod. 23: 33, etc.), but 
must here have the sense 'to lay false charges against a person'. The 
whole verse is concerned with the perversion of justice. and lay a snare 
for him who reproves in the gate: The meaning is of frustrating the 
evidence of, and even using violence against, an honest citizen who 
brings a valid case against another. In this way the prosecution of 
justice is perverted. And with an empty plea (Heb. tohu, 'what is 
empty, confused') refers to the perversion of justice by giving deli
berately misleading evidence. The verse as a whole reveals the defici
encies of the legal system as it was experienced in ancient Israel, and 
which have proved perennial problems for juridical institutions. 

22. Therefore thus says the LORD, who redeemed Abraham: Vv. 
22-24 stand rather apart from vv. 17-21, and some commentators have 
regarded them as a separate unit. Vermeylen, I, p. 4,06, takes vv. 19-21 
as a later addition to the section. However, vv. 22ff. must be interpreted 
against the background of the preceding verses, since the great escha
tological turning-point which these describe is presupposed. They 
may represent an expansion of the original section, therefore, but must 
be interpreted as belonging to it in subject matter. The reference to 
God's action in 'redeeming' Abraham, i.e. rescuing him from the pagan 
world in which he lived and calling him to a divine purpose, is a mark of 
the re-awakened interest in this patriarch in the post-exilic age. Cf, my 
Abraham and David (SBT, Second Series, 3), London, 1967, pp. 7off. 
Instead of concerning the house of Jacob, we should read 'the God 
of .. .' (Heb. 'el for 'el). Jacob shall no more be ashamed: The phrase 
conveys a far greater benefit than the total failure and frustration of a 
person's way of life. Cf. M.A. Klopfenstein, Scham und Schande nach 
dem A. T. (ATANT 62), Zurich, 1972, pp. 58ff., and THAT, I, pp. 
269-72. Hence the meaning is that when the time of salvation dawns 
Jews will no longer experience failure and the frustration of their 
ambitions. 

23. For when he sees his children: We should emend to 'When his 
children see ... '(cf. HTOT, pp. 186). The reference then is to Jacob's 
children seeing God's action of salvation in their midst and returning 
wholeheartedly to him in piety and devotion. 

24. And those who err in spirit: In a warm note of assurance the 
author describes the final age oflsrael's salvation as one in which the 
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wrongdoers - those 'who err in spirit' -will come to see the folly of 
their ways and, by repenting, turn to accept the wisdom and instruction 
of God. The allusion must be to erring Jews, rather than to Gentile 
oppressors. 

WOE TO THE REBELLIOUS CHILDREN 

30: 1-5 

In this section Isaiah develops his sharp criticism of Hezekiah's with
drawal of allegiance to Assyria on the basis of the expectation of 
military aid from Egypt. Similar warnings of the folly of trusting in 
such a treaty are to be found in 18: 1-7, as well as in 28: 14-22 
and 29: 1-16. The authenticity of the present section to Isaiah cannot 
seriously be set in question, and the main issue oflocation is whether it 
is to be linked with the Ashdodite rebellion of 713-7II or to the 
negotiations and rebellion of 705-701. Wildberger favours the first 
alternative, as also for 18: 1-7 (and 19: 1-15). Certain criteria for estab
lishing the date are not present, but the general context of chs. 28-29 
would encourage the conclusion that it is built up from an Isaianic 
collection relating to the rebellion of 705-701. This is the view of 
Donner, p. 133, and Dietrich, p. 137. Hezekiah had sent emissaries to 
Egypt, to the Pharaoh Shabako, seeking military aid, and this is re
ferred to in v. 4. Both Donner, p. 132, and Kaiser would strike out v. 3 
as a gloss, but this appears neither necessary nor probable. Dietrich, p. 
140, would accept that a short interval separates vv. 4-5 from 1-3, so that 
the former represent a rejoinder by the prophet to objections from his 
hearers. The sending of emissaries from Judah to Egypt (v. 4) may 
indicate a relatively late stage of the revolt of 705-701, when the 
Assyrian threat to Judah was imminent, and when the promises of 
military assistance from Egypt had become desperately urgent. This 
would help to illuminate the sharpness of the prophet's strictures on 
the uselessness of such promises. Even if the Egyptians attempted to 
fulfil their pledges, their help would be worthless (so v. 5 and also vv 
6-7). 

30: I. Woe to the rebellious children: The rebellious children are 
the king and government of Judah, but since the entire country was 
involved in the decision to rebel against Assyria, the rebuke inevitably 
applied to all. There is a deliberate double entendre on the adjective 
rebellious, which primarily refers to rebellion against Sennacherib, 
but carries also a hint that it is rebellion against God. Isaiah appears 
surprisingly restrained in not singling out Hezekiah for individual 
condemnation, whilst correspondingly sharply condemning the 
political leaders of Jerusalem. This may well indicate the pressure 
exerted by the pro-Egyptian party, which Hezekiah may have endorsed 
only reluctantly. who carry out a plan, but not mine: The plan (Heh. 
'e~ah) must indicate generally the policy of rebellion, but may refer 
here to a more immediate decision to send emissaries to Egypt to 
secure the promised aid. and who make a league: The Heb. (w'linso!s. 
masses.ah) means literally 'to pour out a drink offering' (so Wild-
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berger, III, pp. 1147f.). Such a cultic ceremony solemnized the making 
of a covenant, so that RSV's make a league conveys the sense. 

2. who set out to go down to Egypt: 18 : 1-7 clearly refers to Egyptian 
(Ethiopian) emissaries in Judah, so that the negotiations with Egypt 
cannot all be linked with a single situation. Probably r8 : r-7 refers to 
the period of 713-7n, but in any case, the decision to send envoys to 
Egypt here may reflect a more pressing state of emergency of the year 
701, when Judah's virtual defencelessness was all too evident. The 
initial gamble in the policy of rebellion-that Assyria would be too 
preoccupied to reassert its authority-had already failed. Now the 
promise of Egyptian assistance was all that was left to fall back on. We 
should probably locate the departure of the Judean emissaries before 
the defeat of the Egyptian forces at Eltekeh, but the precise sequence of 
events in 701 cannot be reconstructed with certainty. to take refuge in 
the protection of Pharaoh: This requires reading the verb la'uz, in
stead of the noun la'oz. 

3. Therefore shall the protection of Pharaoh: The assertions over
lap to some extent with the implications ofv. 2, but there is no need on 
this account to remove v. 3. as an addition (as Donner, Kaiser). turn to 
your shame conveys a very much stronger sense than that of embar
rassed disappointment, and points to total failure and ruination. Cf. on 
29:22. 

4. For though his officials are in Zoan: The suffixes to officials and 
envoys ( = 'his') have no proper antecedent. Either they must be taken 
to refer loosely to Hezekiah, whose involvement is assumed, or they 
should be deleted (as Wildberger). In any case v. 2 makes clear that it is 
envoys from Judah that we are concerned with. Zoan was in the lower 
Nile region of the Delta, the Tanis of the Greeks (modern Siin 'el
Hajar) and Hanes was Heracleopolis, close to present-day Fayyum. 
The point of making the geographical reference may be that Shabako, 
the Ethiopian Pharaoh, had only secured his position in this lower Nile 
region after 715, or less dramatically, that these provincial centres 
provided suitable (secret?) meeting-places for the Judean emissaries. 

5. every one comes to shame: Reading, hof2_fs with Q're' and 18 MSS. 
The prophet is absolutely clear that the belief that Egyptian military aid 
can be of any help to Judah is ill-founded and unjustified. Once again 
shame and disgrace imply complete political ruination. 

WORTHLESS HELP 

30:6-7 

Wildberger describes these two verses as 'an Eldorado for the imagina
tion of exegetes' (Ill, p. 1157), and certainly they contain many unre
solved obscurities, although their main intention is clear. See further, 
K.-D. Schunck, ZAW78 (1966), pp. 48-56. Undoubtedly they belong to 
the same general situation as that presupposed by vv. 1-5. Their auth
enticity to Isaiah, and to the situation of705-701, cannottherefore be in 
doubt. The allusion to the desert of the N egeb region in v. 6, and to the 
passage of caravans through it, is most directly to be explained as a 
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portrayal of the route that the emissaries of30 :2 would take. Ifso, it is 
possible, as Kaiser and Wildberger suggest, that the Assyrian forces 
were already in Judah and had cut the coastal route to Egypt. This short 
saying would therefore belong to a slightly later time than vv. 1-5. 

6. An oracle on the beasts of the Negeb: This heading, which is 
couched in the form used for the foreign nation prophecies of 13-23, 
must be the work of a redactor. The Negeb was the desert region to the 
south of Judah through which overland travellers to Egypt would pass. 
Through a land of trouble and anguish describes the harsh physical 
contours and conditions of the terrain, rather than any immediate 
political turmoil envisaged by the prophet. Presumably this route had 
been chosen as politically safer at the time. from where come the 
lioness: Better 'of the lioness and growling lion' (reading mihim, 
'growling', instead of mihem). the viper and the flying serpent. The 
inhospitable nature of the route is exemplified by the creatures that 
roam and live there. The flying serpent must be regarded as a mythical 
creature, although possibly some form of long-tailed bird, misidenti
fied, had given rise to the concept. The prophet's meaning is that a 
risky journey will have been undertaken-for nothing! they carry 
their riches on the backs of asses: The description suggests caravan 
traders who would normally be the main travellers of the region, and 
possibly the intention is to suggest that they would be forced to flee 
from the Assyrians. Eichrodt thinks of Arabian tribes whose help was 
also being sought by Hezekiah, but more likely the Judean emissaries 
are themselves compared to caravan traders, loaded with gifts to 
impress the Pharaoh. 

7. For Egypt's help is worthless and empty: Isaiah appears willing 
to concede that Egypt would attempt to make good its assurances to 
Hezekiah, but insists that it would be entirely powerless to fulfil them. 
I have called her 'Rahab who sits still': Rahab (Strong One) was the 
name of a mythical monster which personified the powers of chaos and 
misrule. Cf. Isa. 51 :9; Job 9: 13; 26: 12; Ps. 89: 10. Why the name is 
used here in specific reference to Egypt (cf. also Ps. 87 : 4) is not entirely 
clear, but may well have been encouraged by the many huge images of 
animals of mixed and part-human form. Cf. the Sphinx. In any case the 
fundamental concept is that of a creature that looks fearsome, but is in 
reality powerless. K.-D. Schunck, (op.cit., pp. 48ff.) suggests that the 
use of the name indicates a time of political chaos in Egypt, but this is to 
read too much symbolism into the name. The precise meaning of who 
sits still (Heh. him sef2.~) has been much discussed. Donner, p. 159, 
and Kaiser would keep MT and translate rhetorically 'Rahab are they?
Inactivity !' More plausibly, however, we should follow the widely 
advocated emendation (cf. BHS, Fohrer, Schoors, Wildberger) and 
read 'Rahab that is stilled' (rahaf2. hammosb<U). In any case the inten
tion is perfectly clear. 



ISAIAH 30 : 8-IO 

THE WRITTEN TESTIMONY 

30:8--n 

The precise delineation of the sections that follow between vv. 8 and 17 
is difficult to determine, and has been variously estimated. Eichrodt 
would take v. 8 by itself, whereas Wildberger prefers to link it with vv. 
9-n. Duhrn and Kaiser treat the unit as comprised ofvv. 8-17. The 
impression is created of various shon sayings from Isaiah, all to be 
linked with the situation of 701, which have been coupled together by a 
redactor. The separate sayings in vv. 8, 9--n, 12-14 and 15-17 all appear 
to be self-contained, and to present different images of the certainty and 
awesomeness of the judgmentwhichJudah had heaped upon itself. We 
may follow Wildberger in taking vv. 8-I I together. 

8. And now go, write it before them on a tablet: The situation 
must be compared very closely with that in 8: I, 16. The prophet is 
very conscious that he has faithfully delivered his message, but it has 
been rejected by those who had the power to act upon it. He is there
fore commanded by God to set out this message in a written form so 
that generations to come will know that the rulers who chose the path 
of rebellion had done so in defiance of God. They were the agents of 
their own destruction. It seems improbable that what was written 
here was a single word, or phrase, as in 8: 1, although this cannot be 
entirely discounted. At the same time neither can the written docu
ment be identified with the memoir of 6: 1-8: 18*. More satisfac
torily it must be linked with the events of 705-701, and have provided 
a nucleus of Isaianic prophecies relating to these events, and which 
are now preserved in chs. 28-31. Hence Kaiser suggests that a scroll 
containing a collection of Isaianic prophecies was in mind, although 
we cannot altogether rule out that initially a much shorter inscription 
on a tablet was envisaged, as in 8: I. as a witness for ever: Reading 
l''eg for la'ag with Aquila (cf. BHS, HTOT, p. 186). 

9. For they are a rebellious people: Cf. 1 : 2, and the further deve
lopment of such a title in Ezek. 2: 3, 7. The people had rebelled 
against God, whose will had been made known to them by his pro
phet, but the substance of this rebellion lay in the political act of 
withholding allegiance from Assyria. The prophet has consciously 
associated the two meanings of the term. who will not hear: Reading 
lismoa·, with 1Qlsa. The instruction of the LORD refers to the preach
ing of the prophet, and it is instructive that the title tora1yhwh could 
here be applied to the contents of prophecy. For torah here, cf. P. 
Jensen, The Use of tora by Isaiah, Washington, 1973, pp. u2ff. 

IO. who say to the seers, 'See not': LXX adds 'for us'. Cf. 29: 10 for 
the indictment, although there it is undoubtedly a very secondary 
elaboration which may have been inspired by the passage here. Speak 
to us smooth things, prophesy illusions: The prophet means that the 
people would only listen to him if he told them what they wanted to 
hear, thereby making a nonsense of prophecy and its claim to be a 
word from God. Mic. 3 : 5-6 shows that there were 'false' prophets 
active during this time in Judah, who had undoubtedly been busy in 



247 ISAIAH 30 : II - 14 

supporting the disastrous politics of rebellion against Assyria. Such 
'illusions' were all the more dangerous because they had the specious 
plausibility of appearing to be patriotic. 

11. leave the way, turn aside from the path: Such words were 
obviously not actually a quotation of what the people said, but the 
prophet puts into their mouths the true implication of what they 
wanted. By rejecting the messages of Yahweh which had been given 
through Isaiah, they had given evidence that they wanted nothing 
more to do with him. 

THE SUDDEN CRASH 

30:12-14 

This short section is concerned to elaborate upon the threat which 
faced Judah as a result of its rebellion by insisting upon the sudden
ness and devastating completeness of the ruin that will come. It 
achieves this by drawing two comparisons, the first with the collapse 
of a high wall and the second with the smashing of a pot, which is 
quickly reduced to fragments so small that they no longer have any 
use whatsoever. The authenticity of the verses from Isaiah is not in 
doubt, and they must be placed close in time to the threat to Jerusa
lem from Sennacherib's army, perhaps when it was already in Judah. 

12. Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel: This introductory 
formula is lacking one LXX text andBHS would delete. Donner, p. r6o, 
prefers to retain it as original. and trust in oppression and perverse
ness: The specific condemnation appears to relate to general corruption 
and violence on the part of the citizens of Judah, rather than to the act 
of rebellion against Assyria. Perhaps the prophet saw the two as linked. 
Moral perversity in life has led to political folly. 

13. therefore this iniquity shall be to you: The iniquity must refer 
to the rebellion against Assyria, and the effect that it will have upon 
Judah is then compared to a crack appearing in a high wall. The point 
of the comparison lies in the sudden dramatic nature of the collapse, 
even though the weakness which caused it will have been developing 
over a long period. So in Judah's case it must have seemed a long time 
since the first actions of withdrawal of allegiance to Assyria had taken 
place (705), but much later (701) would their terrifying consequence 
be seen. The present prophecy must come from a time close to the 
threat to Jerusalem in 701, when Isaiah was concerned to make clear 
why this threat had come about, and how consistently he had opposed 
the actions which had led to it. 

14. and its breaking is like that of a potter's vessel: The initial and 
its -breaking should be deleted as a repetition of a similar word 
at the end of v. 13. By the use of a vivid simile Isaiah brings out 
still further the awful completeness of the destruction which he 
envisaged was about to overtake Judah and Jerusalem. Although the 
nation was engulfed by calamity, it is evident that Hezekiah's sur
render to Sennacherib (2 Kg. 18: 13-16) did manage to secure Jerusa-
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lem from a terrible fate, so that the capital did not experience the 
complete disaster Isaiah had feared. not a sherd is found: The use of 
sherds of broken pottery was evidently extremely commonplace, and 
the kind of uses to which they might be put is well illustrated here. In 
addition we know that such sherds provided a cheap and common 
writing material. 

THE REJECTION OF THE WAY OF PEACE 

30:15-17 

Several scholars would regard these three verses as the continuation 
of the preceding verses (so Duhm, Kaiser, Donner, pp. 159ff., who all 
take vv. 8-17 as forming a single unit). However, the combining of 
the material would appear to have been secured by a redactor, and 
there is no clear indication that the separate units were not uttered on 
separate occasions. Nevertheless the subject matter makes it plain that 
these verses also belong to the period of Hezekiah's rebellion against 
Sennacherib, and in this instance from a time when military action by 
Assyria was imminent. Kaiser is isolated in disputing their authen
ticity to Isaiah and in ascribing them to a post-exilic author. This is 
most improbable, and we must rather see in the section a very clearly 
expressed contrasting of Isaiah's understanding of Yahweh's will 
with the actual policy chosen by Hezekiah and the Judean leaders. 

15. For thus said the Lord Goo: The new introduction both 
marks a new prophecy and also serves to give added emphasis to the 
divine authority which stands behind the policy now set forth. In 
returning and rest you shall be saved: A very substantial discussion 
has arisen over the precise meaning of the terms returning (Heb. 
§u!J.ah) and rest (Heb. nal}41). See F. Huber, Exkursus II, pp. 140-7, 
and Wildberger, III, p. 1181, besides R. F. Melugin, CBQ 36 (1974), 
pp. 303-4. Fohrer understands returning to mean 'turning away from 
(a military alliance with Egypt)'. Others prefer the sense 'returning (to 
Yahweh)', whilst M. Dahood, CBQ 20 (1958), pp. 41-3 would take the 
verb from the stemy§b meaning 'to sit, be still'. Cf. also G. R. Driver, 
JSS 13 (1968), p. 5 I. This follows a suggestion which goes back to W. 
Gesenius and gives a meaning 'staying still' (Dietrich, p. 149) or 'stay
ing quiet' (G. R. Driver). The point would then be on making 
no alliance with Egypt and remaining submissive to Assyrian domi
nation. Similarly rest may be taken to mean 'fidelity to a treaty' 
(cf. 0. Eissfeldt, Kleine Schriften III, ed. R. Sellheim and F. Maass, 
Tubingen, 1966, pp. 124-8). Undoubtedly the emphasis is upon rejec
ting the alliance with Egypt and not resisting Assyrian rule, but the 
exact understanding of the terms is somewhat dependent upon. the 
point of time at which this prophecy was given. Theprophetrecognises 
that it has already become too late for this policy to be implemented, 
since he affirms and you would not at the end of the verse. Most 
probably 'returning (to Yahweh)' and 'staying quiet' (i.e. not resisting 
Assyrian rule) give the correct sense, but it should certainly be con-
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sidered that, if the prophecy dates from 701 when Judah had been in a 
state of rebellion for three years, what Isaiah was advocating was 
'returning' to accept allegiance to Assyria and 'staying quiet' (i.e. 
submissive) to the consequences of this. A similar ambiguity attaches 
to the parallel line in quietness and in trust shall be your strength 
which could allude to a submissive trust in God, or to a submissive 
attitude of renewed loyalty to Assyria. 

I6. but you said, 'No! We will speed upon horses': The allusion is 
particularly to the treaty with Egypt and its promise of military aid. 
Prominent among the latter was Egyptian cavalry and chariotry, as 
well, most probably, as a promise of horses from Egypt for use by 
Judah. The Heb. contains a marked poetic assonance ('al sus minus) 
which the prophet then proceeds to interpret in a negative fashion: 
therefore you shall speed away (in flight). The point of the sharp 
contrast is not that military power is always useless, but rather that 
Hezekiah's particular trust in military assistance from Egypt would 
prove quite inadequate to the threat which now faced him. 

I7. A thousand shall flee at the threat of one: The verse should 
most probably be regarded as an addition (cf. Schoors, Fohrer), and its 
address-till you are left-would point to Jerusalem, rather than to 
Judah as a whole, which is threatened in vv. 15-16. To this extent the 
sharpness of the threat in the preceding two verses is alleviated by the 
picture of Jerusalem's isolation. Cf. 1: 8 which may well have in
fluenced the author here. Possibly we should link this verse with the 
Josianic Redaction, in which great stress was placed upon the unique
ness of the role of Jerusalem ir.. the face of the threat from Assyria. 
The threat (Heh. g"iiriih) refers to 'shouting, rebuke', so that the 
hyperbole of the addition rather overpresses Isaiah's own more re
alistic warning. This was concerned, not with the fact that Judeans 
and Egyptians made poor soldiers, but rather with the hopeless in
adequacy of the attempt to resist the power of Assyria by such means. 
The comparison with a flagstaff on the top of a mountain retains the 
military context, but suggests that somehow Jerusalem will be spared 
whilst the rest of Judah is overrun. The comment must certainly have 
been made post eventum, in the light of what eventually transpired in 
701. 

THE COMING SALVATION 

30: IS-26 

V. 18 is certainly an isolated promise which rounds off the threats and 
admonitions of 30: 1-17 with a note of assurance that Yahweh's salva
tion has not been entirely forgotten and will eventually come (so 
Procksch, Kaiser). The verse is in poetic form, and can most con
vincingly be placed after 587 BC, when the threats to Judah and Jerusa
lem had acquired a new meaning with defeats inflicted by Babylonia. 
This restrained word of assurance has then been more extensively am
plified in vv. 19-26 by a more general promise of salvation which com
pares very closely with that of 29: 17-24. It promises a dramatic change 
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in the natural order, warns of the renewed need to forsake idolatry (v. 
22), and concludes with a quite extreme assurance that the light of the 
sun and the moon will be increased to an extraordinary degree. The 
overall impression is of promises which contain an eschatology 
bordering an apocalyptic in which a totally new world-order is en
visaged. Clearly the section is not from Isaiah, and is only marginally 
related to Isaiah's prophecies as a late (probably fifth century BC- so 
Wildberger. Kaiser would place it as late as the time of Antiochus 
Epiphanes) expression of the hope which would witness the reversal 
of all the threats which Isaiah had delivered. It is couched in a form of 
elevated prose (cf. RSV, although BHS prints as poetry). 

r8. Therefore the LORD waits to be gracious to you: Judgment is 
already assumed to have fallen (in fulfilment of the threats of vv. 
1-17), and Judah is envisaged as suffering as a punishment for its 
sins. Yet this is not the end of Yahweh's will for his people, which 
must endure till the time of punishment is over. Then Yahweh's 
deeper feelings of love and compassion will assert themselves, estab
lishing a new hope for the future. Clearly the situation presupposed is 
that of the Babylonian exile which was interpreted as a necessary 
judgrnent upon Judah's sins. For the LORD is a God of justice: The 
meaning is more positive than RSV's rendering would suggest, since 
justice (Heh. mispaf) indicates 'good order' and implies that God will 
eventually be gracious to those who have repented and are looking to 
him for a renewed life and nation. 

19. Yea, 0 people in Zion who dwell at Jerusalem: The identifi
cation in Zion is superfluous beside at Jerusalem and should be 
deleted as a gloss. The concern specifically with the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem must be taken as a reflection of the political situation of the 
post-exilic, Persian, period. you shall weep no more. The phrase 
assumes that the author's time is one of adversity which will soon come 
to an end. He will surely be gracious to you: We should insert 'the 
LORD will . . . ', with 1Qls". The assumption behind the promise is that 
the hoped-for renewal has been long delayed, but will now surely 
come. 

20. And though the Lord give you the bread of adversity: The 
Heh. is difficult and Kaiser, following Marti, would delete of ad
versity and of affliction as yielding no proper sense. With BHS we 
should possibly insert the preposition min before both nouns, mean
ing 'instead of. As it is the sense could only be metaphorical: you 
have been living on trouble long enough. RSV's and NEB's introduc
tion of a concessive sense though attempts to secure such a meaning. 
The identity of your Teacher (Heb. morey/1a) is very obscure. Possibly 
we should emend to 'early rain' (Heb. moreh), cf. Joel 2: 23. The 
verb will not hide himself (Heb. yikkanil!) is obscure and adds to the 
difficulty. BDB suggests a meaning 'thrust aside', and if this is ex
tended to mean 'withhold' we could read 'and your early rain will not 
be withheld'. The second your Teacher must be deleted as a gloss on 
eyes; cf. 29: 10. 

21. This is the way, walk in it: Way must here be understood in a 
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metaphorical sense of the right moral and religious path revealed 
through the Torah. God would not allow his people to go astray again, 
as had happened in the past. He himself, therefore, would guide them 
personally and spiritually, so that they would not face the risk of 
downfall and suffering again as they had done in the past. 

22. Then you will defile your silver-covered graven images: 
Better, 'treat as unclean'; cf. NEB 'reject, as things unclean'. Idolatry 
is here regarded as the greatest sin which had been the cause of 
leading Jerusalem astray in the past. Cf. 2 : 20, which may directly 
have influenced the passage here, and which may itself be regarded as 
an expansion of the reference to turning aside from 'the way' in v. 21. 
You will scatter them as unclean things: Possibly we should emend to 
'as filthy water' (Heb. k'me instead of k'mo; cf. LXX). 

23. And he will give rain for the seed: When the great turning
point comes in the fortunes of Israel-Judah it will be accompanied by 
a marvellous improvement in the fertility and richness of the natural 
order. Cf. 29: 17. We may note also the assumption in Hag. I : 6 that 
a lack of fruitfulness reflects a lack of true worship. 

24. and the oxen and the asses: As a mark of the return of condi
tions like those which were believed to have pertained at the begin
ning of time, there will be such a rich harvest that even domestic farm 
animals will be fed with great abundance. which has been winnowed: 
Reading zoriih; cf. BHS. 

25. And upon every lofty mountain: On the very locations which 
had been the scene of the idolatrous high-places where earlier gener
ations of Israelites had sinned, there would be streams of water to 
make the land fertile. in the day of the great slaughter, when the 
towers fall; This can refer only to the great eschatological day of God's 
victory when he overthrows all that opposes him and his people. Cf. 
25: 1-5; 26: 5. Instead of towers, NEB more plausibly reads 'highest 
in the land' (m'guddiilim), thereby understanding the eschatological 
age as the final Day of the LORD. Cf. 2: 12. Even so, the grim violence 
of the reference introduces a somewhat jarring note into the idyllic 
portrayal of the New Age. 

26. Moreover the light of the moon will be as: The final promise 
affirms that a complete transformation of the cosmic order was ex
pected in the age to come, in which all that was beneficial to man 
would be greatly magnified in power. The imagery is rather bizarre 
and pointless, but reflects a certain sense of exuberance about the 
hope of Judaism. It contains an element of hyperbole, but must be 
understood as intended literally, rather than as a poetic metaphor of 
the new era of light. Concern with the light of the sun and moon 
became a popular theme of later Jewish apocalyptic imagery. Cf. Jub. 
I : 29; 19: 25; Enoch 91: 16. A softer note is given in the promise that 
the dawning of the New Age would be a day when the LORD binds 
up the hurt of his people: Ultimately the new world order was to be a 
reflection of the new experience of the people of Yahweh. 
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THE ANGER OF THE LORD AGAINST ASSYRIA 

30: 27-33 

252 

The fact that this picture portrays Yahweh's punitive action against 
the Assyrians has contributed to the great difficulty that it has occa
sioned to commentators in assessing its authenticity. We may sum
marise the three main views regarding it. 0. Kaiser, as earlier K. 
Marti and H. Donner, pp. 162-4, regards it as inauthentic to Isaiah in 
its language, theophanic imagery and general content. He under
stands Assyrians (v. 31) to refer to the Seleucid power of the second 
century BC. In contrast with this Wildberger, who examines the 
question of its possible Isaianic origin with great care (II, pp. 1210-
15), concludes that none of the arguments against this can be regarded 
as decisive, and avers, therefore, that it is from Isaiah, although with 
the recognition of two additions in vv. 29 and 32. A third alternative is 
advocated by H. Barth, pp. 92-103. This is to see in the section a part 
of the Josianic Redaction (Barth's Assyrian Redaction) of Isaiah's 
prophecies, which he would link with 10: 16--19. The terminus a quo 
for the time of its composition would then be 621 BC, and a basic 
assumption of this view would be that the historical (pre-exilic) power 
of Assyria is referred to. 

We may certainly follow Barth in seeing the section as not original 
to Isaiah and as forming part of the Josianic Redaction of his pro
phecies. A close counterpart for it is to be seen in IO :24-27 (which 
Barth would date later). Its primary message is that God will appear in 
great power to terrorise the Assyrians, and heap utter and total de
struction upon them (v. 33). The bitterness and hatred that pervades 
this reflects the depth of animosity that the Assyrians aroused, and the 
joy with which their final defeat was anticipated. Undoubtedly the 
present section must have been composed before the fall of Nineveh 
in6I2BC. 

27. Behold, the name of the LORD comes from far: Duhm, Fohrer 
and Wildberger would all delete name (Heb. sem) as an obvious 
Deuteronomic theologoumenon. Cf. G. von Rad, Studies in Deuteron
omy (SET 9), 1953, pp. 37ff. This is no doubt correct, although the 
authors of the J osianic Redaction oflsaiah's prophecies were evidently 
closely linked with the origins of the Deuteronomic movement. How
ever, the accompanying description makes it very clear that an 
appearance of God himself in a theophany is being referred to. 
Whether from far intends to suggest 'from his heavenly dwelling
place; or 'from Zion', as Barth affirms, makes little difference, and was 
probably not intended to be firmly pinpointed in such fashion. and in 
thick rising smoke: It is doubtful if the Heb. w's.ob.efi maiia'ah can 
mean this, and NEE takes maiia' to have its normal meaning of 
'burden, doom', cf. HTOT, p. 186. The language and imagery is 
traditional of a theophany. Cf. J. Jeremias, Theophanie, pp. 56ff. It 
adapts thunder- and storm-phenomena to the divine punitive action. 
Hence his tongue must be a reference to lightning. 

28. his breath is like an overflowing stream: The language takes 
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up the imagery used by Isaiah of Assyria in 8: 7. In particular the 
phrase that reaches up to the neck is drawn directly from 8 : 8, but is 
turned in a totally new direction. It is a recurrent feature of the 
J osianic Redaction that it makes use extensively of words, images and 
themes from authentic Isaianic sayings, but often applies them in 
quite different ways from those in which they originally appeared. to 
sift the nations with the sieve of destruction: Heb. napiih is a hapax 
legomenon: BDB 'sieve'; NEB 'yoke'. The corresponding verb is 
clearly a denominative. 

29. You shall have a song as in the night: The imagery turns to 
that of celebrating a festival, most probably that of Passover on 
account of its nocturnal features; cf. 2 Kg. 23: 21-23, for the celebra
tion of Passover in Josiah's time at the Jerusalem temple, instead of in 
a more domestic environment. The overthrow of the Assyrians is to 
have the character of a cultic event, but both the nocturnal setting and 
the great rejoicing are themes which have almost certainly been taken 
by the author from 9: 2-3. 

30. And the LORD will cause his ma;estic voice to be heard: The 
verse combines together various traditional elements of theophanic 
accounts: thunder, lightning, torrential rain, tempest and hail. The 
flame of devouring fire appears to go back to the 'light' theme of 9 : 2 

combined with the 'fire' of 9: 5. Cf. 10: 16-17, which also belongs to 
the J osianic Redaction. 

31. The Assyrians will be terror-stricken: The emphasis through
out the Josianic Redaction upon the manner of the overthrow of the 
Assyrians is to stress that it will be the direct and personal action of 
God, unassisted by men. The arousing of terror and panic is one of the 
ways in which this is envisaged. when he smites with his rod alludes 
back to the theme of the 'rod' of 10: 5, where it is Assyria itself which 
is the rod of the divine anger. The picture is now reapplied so that 
Assyria is smitten by the rod. 

32. And every stroke of the staff of punishment: Reading punish
ment (Heb. musiirah) instead of MT miisii.4.ah. The staff of punishment 
develops further the theme ofYahweh's 'rod' from 10: 5 (although the 
noun here is maffeh against sel!.ef in 10: 5), and the combination of the 
themes of a cul tic celebration with the infliction of punishment gives 
rise to a rather grotesque overall picture. Almost certainly the phrase 
which the LORD lays upon them is a secondary addition. battling 
with brandished arm he will fight with them should be emended to 
read 'and with sacred dances of an offering', Heb. iibim'Mlo.1 
t'nii[,ah). So Gressmann, Procksch. - · 

33. For a burning place has long been prepared: Donner, p. 163, 
comments that the text is hopelessly disturbed. RSV's rendering of 
burning place (literally 'Topheth') is based on LXX. Topheth was the 
place used for burning rubbish outside Jerusalem, which had ancient 
associations as a place where human sacrifices were offered (2 Kg. 
23: 10; Jer. 7: 31f.). The picture brings to a kind of conclusion the 
extensive use of light and fire imagery in this section, which 
originated in Isaiah's own language. yea, for the king: It is preferable 
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to follow the marginal note and read 'for Malech', cf. 1 Kg. II :7; 2 
Kg. 16: 3; 17: 31. Malech, or Maloch, was the deity to whom human 
sacrifices were dedicated, although 0. Eissfeldt, Molk als Opferbe
griff im Punischen und das Ende des Gottes Molock, Halle, 1935, 
would understand this as meaning 'for an oath'. Cf. further, M. 
Weinfeld, U garit-Forschung-4 (1972), pp. 133-54; THAT, cols. 918f. 
So bitter does the author feel regarding the Assyrians that he regards a 
great heap of burning rubbish, which had acquired notoriety as a place 
of pagan sacrifice, as the fitting location for their end. The text is very 
obscure, however, and it would scarcely be justified on the basis of 
this verse to conclude that the Josianic Redaction expected the final 
destruction of the Assyrians to take place outside Jerusalem. See 
further below on 31 : 5-9. In any case many commentators (Durun, 
Marti, Gressmann, Procksch, Donner) take the whole clause yea, for 
the king it is made ready as a gloss on the name Topheth. its pyre 
made deep and wide: It is preferable to follow Targum and read as 
imperatives, 'Make ready ... ' with fire and wood: Better 'with coals 
of fire', since some burning material is evidently required. the breath 
of the LORD •.. kindles it: The assertion reaffirms that the final de
struction of the Assyrians, which the authors of the Josianic Redac
tion saw as an imminent event of their own day, would come about as 
a result of the direct action of God. Such an overthrow was viewed by 
them as foretold by Isaiah (Isa. JO: 5ff.), and was held to mark the final 
stage in the encounter between Israel and Assyria which formed the 
basic context and subject oflsaiah's preaching. 

THE USELESSNESS OF EGYPT'S HELP 

31:1-3 

Ch. 31 is a complex structure, since it is evident that vv. 6-9 are 
secondary to, and in some way related to, the warnings and threats of 
vv. 1-3, whilst vv. 4-5 have been very differently interpreted by dif
ferent commentators. Furthermore, the additions in vv. 6-9 are not all 
from the same hand or the same time, so that the relative consequence 
in which they were added remains a matter to be considered. As to the 
authenticity ofvv. 1-3 from Isaiah there can be no serious doubt. The 
verses deal with the situation already covered by the prophecy of 
30: 1-5 and provide further warnings of the threat to Judah from 
Sennacherib and of the uselessness of the promises of help from 
Egypt. Wildberger places them at a slightly later time than 30 : 1-5, 
and suggests that they emanate from a time after the battle of Eltekeh 
had taken place, and when the military situation in Judah had become 
desperate. In a last pleading bid to ward off the consequences of his 
own rebellion against Assyria, Hezekiah had sent emissaries to Egypt 
begging- for their further military intervention. Isaiah could rightly 
point out how useless now were all the promises of Egypt and how 
misplaced had been the Judean confidence in their help. Nothing any 
longer stood between Jerusalem and the forces of Sennacherib, and 
the retribution they would exact for Hezekiah's folly. 
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31 : 1. Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help: The general 
situation envisaged is closely similar to that of 30: 1-5, although news 
of the defeat of the Egyptian forces at Eltekeh may already have 
reached Judah. The use of the present participle who go down sug
gests that a further deputation was being sent to Pharaoh Shabako, but 
quite possibly this is simply an additional comment on the fruitless
ness of the mission that had left earlier. Whatever aid the Egyptians 
proffer it would never be enough. but do not look to the Holy One of 
Israel contrasts the inadequacy of military aid with the sure and cer
tain power of Yahweh and his purpose. By having rejected the latter 
Hezekiah had been forced into a greater and greater reliance on the 
former. The prophet's criticism is not of militarism as such, nor a 
Utopian objection to all foreign alliances out of any rigidly conceived 
dogma that they betrayed a lack of faith, or involved an observance of 
foreign cultus. The criticism belongs to a specific historical situation 
in which Hezekiah had embarked on a risky policy of rebellion in 
open opposition to Isaiah's (and God's) word. Now that the full con
sequences of this rebellion had to be suffered, it was all too clear that 
the assurances from Egypt which had served to bolster it up were 
worthless. The defeat of their forces at Eltekeh, assuming that this 
had already taken place, was eloquent testimony to their inadequacy. 
It is very possible that Isaiah has made use of the language and 
ideology of the 'Holy War' in Israel (cf. Dt. 20: 1-4), but, if so, it has 
been applied prophetically in a concrete historical situation, rather 
than developed as a broad dogma. Cf. P. D. Miller, The Divine 
Warrior in Early Israel, Cambridge, Mass., 1973, pp. 64ff. The real 
basis of the prophet's contrast is between man and God, which no one 
could contradict, rather than between two types of political, or 
religious, ideology. or consult the LORD: The phrase refers to the 
enquiring (Heb. drs, 'to seek') of God by means of a prophet, or less 
plausibly, by the use ofa sacred oracle. 

2. And yet he is wise and brings disaster: Childs, pp. 33-35, and 
Donner, pp. 135f. would remove v. 2 as an addition, but this is to be 
rejected (so Barth, p. So, Wildberger). With biting irony Isaiah affirms 
that God also has a political 'Wisdom', by which he has arrived at a 
decision as to what he must do. In contrast with Hezekiah's frantic 
efforts to find a way of avoiding defeat, Yahweh had determined that 
his plan was to inflict it. 1Qls" reads the perfect 'has brought' instead 
of the present brings, and this may well be correct. but will arise 
against the house of the evildoers: The threat follows the customary 
Isaianic, and prophetic, convention of describing what is about to take 
place as the direct intervention of God. Both the prophet and his 
hearers, however, clearly understood that this would be through 
human agents, in this case the Assyrians. This sharply contrasts with 
the understanding given later by the redactor in v. 8. 

3. The Egyptians are men, and not God: The traditional contrast 
between man and God and flesh and spirit serves to reinforce the 
prophet's warning. No one could deny the validity of such a contrast, 
yet in fact Hezekiah's policy had relied for its efficacy on the human 
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element in opposition to God. For flesh as a part of man's make-up, cf. 
H. W. Wolff, Anthropology of the Old Testament, pp. 26ff. and G. 
Gerleman, THAT, I, cols. 376--9. For spirit, see H. W. Wolff, idem, 
pp. 32ff., and R:- Albertz-C. Westermann, THAT, II, cols. 726-53. 
When the LORD stretches out his hand: Yahweh had only to act 
(through the Assyrians) and both parties to the disastrous treaty 
would come to grief. Egypt (the helper) and Judah (he who is helped) 
would be overthrown. and they will all perish together. The final 
pronouncement is the sentence of death upon both Judah and Egypt. 
Now nothing lay between Hezekiah and the certainty of Assyrian 
retribution, because the hoped-for promise of Egyptian military inter
vention could be seen as worthless. 

THE FATE OF JERUSALEM AND THE DEFEAT OF THE ASSYRIANS 

3:r:4-9 
The verses which follow have occasioned not a little difficulty to 
commentators and have been extensively discussed as to both their 
meaning and possible authenticity to Isaiah. A major crux centres 
upon v. 4 and the question of a threatening, or re-assuring, interpreta
tion of it. We may attempt to deal with the most obvious and certain 
features first. Vv. 6-7 are quite clearly an expansion from a later, 
post-exilic, time as their close similarity to 2: 20 and 30: 22 shows. V. 
6 understands Judah to be in a state of rebellion against God, and 
appeals to the reader to repent from this. These verses must represent 
two separate additions, the first appealing for repentance and the 
second elaborating upon this by showing that it must entail the 
abandonment of idolatry. 

The question then remains concerning the authenticity of the 
remainder of vv. 4--9. Wildberger would defend their Isaianic origin, 
once vv. 6-7 have been removed. He sees in them an expression of 
how, at the last moment, Isaiah did come to assert that Yahweh would 
protect and deliver Jerusalem in 701. Yet we have already had occasion 
to reject this view as not substantiated by the other evidence of the 
book. H. Barth, pp. 83ff., would interpret only vv. 4 and 8a as from 
Isaiah, seeing the unit as comprised ofvv. r-4, 8a, and discerning in it 
a threat against Jerusalem, which is subtly turned by the prophet into 
a threat against Assyria as well (vv. 4, 8a). This view is rather surpris
ing in view of Barth's overall recognition of the Josianic origin of 
much of the material referring to a defeat of the Assyrians (Barth's 
AR). Cenainly he then goes on (pp. 83ff.) to argue that vv. 5 + 8b--9 
are from this Assyrian (our Josianic) Redaction. With this latter point 
we must concur, save for the modification that v. 8a also belongs to 
this redaction. Only v. 4, therefore, can be held to have an authentic 
origin from Isaiah. In order to understand this Isaianic setting, it 
must al-so be held that this verse has a consistently threatening 
content, entirely in line with the threatening tone of vv. 1-3. Isaiah 
did not, even at the last, turn to assert that Yahweh would, after all his 
warnings, protect Jerusalem and rescue Hezekiah from his predica
ment. The attempt to find a measure of ambiguity in v. 4 must be held 
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to be quite impossible. It is a dire warning that now Jerusalem's fate 
is sealed, and that nothing can rescue the city from its tormentors. In 
fact Hezekiah surrendered to Sennacherib before the siege of J erus
alem was fully enforced (2 Kg. 18: 13-16), and the Josianic Redaction 
in vv. 5, 8-9, has sought to take account of this fact and to link Isaiah's 
quite authentic threat against Assyria (especially 10: 5-15*) with this 
event. 

4. For thus the LoRD said to me: The use of the first person form 
by the prophet is striking, and may indicate Isaiah's own recording of 
his message in writing (cf. 30 :8). The fresh introduction marks offv. 
4 as a short prophetic oracle which stands by itself. Its theme is that of 
the sealing of the fate of Jerusalem. As a lion or a young lion growls 
over his prey: The point of the simile is quite clear and straight
forward. Jerusalem is the prey and Yahweh is the lion who has seized 
it. Once this has happened nothing can rescue the victim from its 
attacker. The stress is on the fact that Jerusalem's fate is now sealed. 
Whatever hope there may have been of some distracting intervention 
by Egyptian forces had now passed. Although Yahweh is the lion it is 
understood within the prophetic imagery that Yahweh will act 
through his human agents-the Assyrian army, as in v. 3. There is no 
intention therefore of suggesting that the Assyrians are the band of 
shepherds, who are in some way interfering in God's action, and who 
might therefore themselves be subjected to his punishment. The 
elaboration of the picture by is not terrified by their shouting is 
designed to show that, once the prey is seized, the fate of the victim is 
certain. If any allegorical interpretation of the shepherds is to be 
sought it could only be in the Egyptians, but none is necessary at all. 
The figure of speech is self-explanatory. What we have here is Isaiah's 
last utterance in Jerusalem, isolated and besieged by Sennacherib's 
forces, before Hezekiah surrendered. 
so the LORD of hosts will come down to fight upon Mount Zion: For 
the interpretation ofto fight upon, see B. S. Childs, p. 57. The Heb. 
(lisbo' 'al) must be understood in a hostile sense. Yahweh is not 
coming to rescue Jerusalem, but to attack and take it (cf. 29: 1-4). It is 
only the addition of the Josianic Redactor's elaboration in vv. 5, 8-9, 
which has encouraged the opposite understanding that Yahweh will 
suddenly intervene to rescue Jerusalem. 

5. Like birds hovering, so the LORD of hosts will protect Jerusa
lem: This verse belongs with vv. 8-9 to the Josianic Redaction, 
although it cannot be assumed that they all come from a single hand, 
or contain a uniform conception of how Yahweh would act against the 
Assyrians. There are certainly indications of a process of 'building-up' 
and of developmental elaboration of basic themes, beginning with the 
affirmation that Yahweh thwarted the Assyrians in 701 and extending 
this to encompass the idea that he directly overthrew their army then 
(see below on v. 8 and on 37: 36). The present imagery (like birds 
hovering, which fits awkwardly with that of Yahweh like a 'lion' in v. 
4) is to be explained from the Isaianic language of 10 : 14, where a 
boast is put into the mouth of the king_of Assyria. The present verse 
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refutes that boast, and throughout it there is no suggestion that a 
miraculous defeat will occur to humiliate the Assyrians, but only that 
Jerusalem will be protected and rescued. Various hints occur in the 
narrative accounts (see below on chs. 36-37) to suggest how this 
happened. 

6. Turn to him from whom you have deeply revolted: This, to
gether with the following verse, represents two separate glosses from 
the post-exilic era, aimed at offering further reflection on the fate of 
Jerusalem. Jerusalem is understood to be in ruins, or at least to have 
suffered setbacks, so that, in order to claim the promise of the city's 
protection given in v. 5, the reader is enjoined to a new act of peni
tence and returning to God. We may compare 2 : 20 and 17 : 7-8, as well 
as 30: 22. you have deeply revolted requires an emendation from the 
third to the second person (cf. RSV margin). 

7. For in that day every one shall cast away his idols: The fresh 
introduction marks this out as a further expansion to v. 6, intended to 
stress that the foremost feature of any act of repentance must be the 
rejection of idolatry. Increasingly in the post-exilic age idolatry 
appears to have been regarded as the worst form of sin, and as the 
major cause of the frustration of Israel's hopes. which your hands 
have sinfully made for you: The ancient versions omit sinfully, 
which is in any case superfluous. 

8. And the Assyrian shall fall by a sword, not of man: V. 8 must be 
taken as a single whole, and not as two separate threats, one of a defeat 
of the Assyrians outside Jerusalem and the other of their flight from 
the city. The manner and location of the final overthrow of the 
Assyrian army is deliberately left vague, and two separate fates-death 
by the hand of God and flight from the field of battle-are described. 
This is then further supplemented by the case of the treatment of 
prisoners of war: and his young men shall be put to forced labour. 
The J osianic Redaction appears to have shared a variety of convictions 
about Yahweh's intentions regarding the punishment of the Assyrians. 
First, the redactors insist that Yahweh had deliberately protected 
Jerusalem in 701 from the destructive intent of Sennacherib (as in v. 5 
here); secondly, Judah no longer had anything to fear from Assyria (as 
in 10 : 24-27); and thirdly, Assyria would shortly be destroyed by the 
direct action of Yahweh (as in 10: 16-19; 30: 27-33). This event was 
expected in the near future when considered from the perspective of 
the redactor's day in Josiah's reign. As a kind of 'final development' 
the belief appears to have emerged that what took place in 701 consti
tuted a remarkable defeat for the Assyrians inflicted by the action of 
God (as in 37: 36, on which see below). There is therefore a process of 
heightening of the tradition in which the event of 701 came to be seen 
as a part of Yahweh's action in overthrowing the Assyrians. What is 
described in vv. ~ here appears to belong to this latter category and 
to envisage a shattering military defeat of the Assyrians by the appear
ance of God himself in Jerusalem. Possibly the reinterpretation of v. 
4 in this sense has contributed to such an idea and has linked such a 
threat with the events of 701. 
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9. His rock shall pass away in terror: The noun rock is awkward 
and unexpected, so that G. R. Driver, JSS 13 (1968), p. 52, would see 
in it a word meaning 'officers, staff-officers'; cf. NEB. says the LORD, 
whose fire is in Zion: The saying brings out very forcibly a fundamen
tal feature of the theology of the Josianic Redaction-that Yahweh has 
a special unique association with Jerusalem, and that this has a major 
military significance, since he will protect and guard it. The much
used 'light' and 'fire' imagery is here understood in a cultic sense. 

THE RIGHTEOUS KINGDOM 

32:1-8 

The picture of the righteous kingdom given in 32: 1-8, in which the 
king and princes will reign justly, protecting the innocent and weak 
and enriching the life of the whole community, presents an almost 
idyllic hope. It clearly falls into two parts, with vv. 1-5 forming the 
main section, and vv. 6-8 representing a later expansion of this. 
These latter verses are particularly preoccupied with the bad be
haviour of the fool and scoundrel. The broad affinities with some 
prominent aspects of the Wisdom tradition are evident. What is 
especially striking about the basic section is that the introduction of 
the king ruling justly in v. 1 does not foretell his advent, as is usual in 
the case of the promises of the restoration of the Davidic monarchy 
(cf. I I : 1-5), but simply describes him as a present figure. The 
features are strongly idealised, but are applicable to almost any age. In 
spite of a few attempts to defend the Isaianic origin of vv. 1-5 (so 
Duhm, Skinner) that must certainly be abandoned. R. B. Y. Scott, 
Fohrer and Kaiser ascribe the section to a post-exilic Wisdom writer 
who has outlined a picture of good government to contrast with the 
sharpness of Isaiah's strictures upon the princes and leaders of his 
own day. Most recently Wildberger (III, pp. 1253-4) has argued that 
vv. 1-5 belong to the time shortly after Haggai and Zechariah, 
probably c. 500 BC. 

Against all these views, however, we must set the greater convic
tion created by H. Barth's contention (pp. 213-15) that these verses 
belong to the Josianic Redaction (Barth's AR) of Isaiah, and are in
tended to round off the series of condemnations of Judah's leaders by 
a picture of the true nature of godly government. Similarly 32 : 15-20 
presents this Redaction's view of the future hope of Israel. The 
strongest of the arguments in favour of such a setting for vv. 1-5 is the 
clear assumption that they make of an actually reigning king, which 
must then present an idealised picture of Josiah. The verses belong to 
the era of the monarchy, before 587 put an end to a reigning Davidic 
ruler. Both sections (vv. 1-5 and 15-20) are then to be seen as a 
summarising conclusion to the Josianic collection of Isaiah's pro
phecies. 

32: 1. Behold, a king will reign in righteousness: There is no indi
cation to suggest that the king referred to will re-establish the mon
archy after a period in which it has lapsed. Since the section, vv. 1-5, is 
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to be ascribed to Josiah's reign, then the king referred to here must be 
Josiah. The presupposition is that Assyrian control over Judah has 
now relaxed to minimal proportions so that the truly Israelite ideal of 
kingship can re-assert itself. On any reckoning the circles from whom 
the Josianic Redaction emanated were strongly pro-monarchic. There 
is no justification whatever for following W. H. Irwin, pp. II8ff, in 
casting the whole verse in a timeless didactic form: 'If a king reigns 
with justice ... ' and princes will rule in justice: Much of chs. 28-3 l 
has been concerned with a strong condemnation of 'those who rule 
this people in Jerusalem', so that the redactor must have been con
sciously seeking to provide a contrast to this with his portrayal of a 
just and righteous political and social order. The princes (Heb. siirim) 
were not only the royal sons at court, but the governing classes more 
generally, hence NEB's 'rulers'. The preposition l should be omitted 
from MT before 'princes'. 

2. Each will be like a hiding place from the wind: The verse is 
self-explanatory and gives four word-pictures of protection drawn 
from the natural order, which are taken to be applicable to the rulers ofa 
just government. Instead of exploiting and oppressing their subjects, 
their wealth and wisdom will be entirely used to watch over their 
interests for the betterment of men's lives. 

3. Then the eyes of those who see: It is attractive to view the 
assurance here as a deliberate allusion back to the warning given to 
Isaiah at his call (6: 10). Isaiah's prophecies failed to elicit the re
sponse that they deserved because the eyes and ears of his hearers 
were closed. In a godly and righteous age men will always listen to 
the word of God, so that the promise here should clearly be understood 
metaphorically. We should probably regard 30: 19f.; 42: 18-20 and 
43 : 8 as further developments of the tradition from 6: 10 (and also 
35: 5?). The verb will not be closed must be pointed as hoph'al 
instead of qal. 

4. The mind of the rash: The reference is to hasty and panicky 
decisions, which are likely to be unfair and dangerous. We may com
pare 29: I 5; 30: 1-2 for examples of such ill-judged actions from the 
Isaiah tradition. The reference to the tongue of the stammerers must 
be an allusion back to 28 : 9f. 

5. The fool will no more be called noble: The fool (Heb. nii!!,iil; cf. 
M. Saebo, THAT, II, cols. 26-31) was the 'dull', or 'thick-headed' 
person. Probably the major emphasis here is upon political folly, but a 
more general picture also presents itself that, under bad government, 
moral values quickly become distorted and even perverted. nor the 
knave said to be honourable. The knave (Heb. kilay) was the un
scrupulous opportunist who could quickly exploit his talents in a 
time of weak and inadequate government. 

6. For the fool speaks folly: Vv. 6--8 must be regarded as a short 
didactic homily that has been added to vv. 1-5, probably in the fifth 
century BC. Their intention is to elaborate more extensively upon the 
different ways in which the fool and the 'knave' can exploit society to 
their advantage. The verses betray a sense of disillusionment with the 
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assurances of vv. 1-5, and concentrate their attention more fully on 
the ways of the wicked. and his mind plots iniquity follows the 
reading of IQls 3 in reading plots (MT has 'works'). to practise un
godliness. For ungodliness (Heh. lfiinep), cf. R. Knierim in THAT, I, 
cols. 597-9. The unscrupulous and unfeeling way in which such 
wrongdoers operate is well shown by the claim that they even deprive 
the thirsty of drink. 

7. The knaveries of the knave: The Heb. has a deliberate allitera
tion; 'knaveries' is from Heb. k'li = 'weapon, tool', but is evidently 
intended to be taken metaphorically. The evil person always has his 
own lack of scruple as a sure means of defence. When one trick fails, 
another is ready at hand. he devises wicked devices: Better, 'plans 
crafty schemes'. to ruin the poor: The description refers to the abuse 
of the processes of law and justice in the courts by making false 
charges, or giving false evidence. even when the plea of the needy: 
The Heb. is very terse and can better be rendered 'and by what they 
say to deny justice to the impoverished'. 

8. But he who is noble: This final summing up brings out very 
characteristically the essential Hebrew understanding of the relation
ship between the inner, psychological, aspects of the human make-up 
and the outer, active, side of life. Cf. H. W. Wolff, Anthropology of the 
Old Testament, p. 8. 

AGAINST THE WOMEN WHO ARE AT EASE 

32:9-14 

The authenticity of this section has been a repeated point of conten
tion among scholars, with a number of significant claimants leaning 
towards ascribing it to Isaiah. So Fohrer, followed by Schoors, en
titles it 'The Last Words of Isaiah', and regards it as Isaiah's last 
prophecy, a threat and call to lamentation delivered after the sparing 
of Jerusalem in 701. He would locate it shortly after 22: 1-14*. 
Against this, earlier scholars (e.g. K. Marti), and more recently 0. 
Kaiser, have argued that it cannot be shown to be authentic to Isaiah, 
and must be dated to the post-exilic age. The question of authorship 
is very extensively examined by Wildberger (III, pp. 1265~), who 
decides finally against ascribing it to Isaiah. Its theme is the 
threatened destruction of Jerusalem, and he would place it shortly 
before the threat to Jerusalem from the Babylonians either in 598 or 
587, most probably the latter (p. 1266). This view would appear to be 
most likely, with the modification that, although couched in the form 
of a threat and a lament, it can better be regarded as having been added 
post eventum. It is a lament over the fall ofJerusalem in 587, an event 
which may be presumed already to have happened. Once this is seen, 
it explains the powerful lament form ofvv. u-13 especially, and also 
reveals why a redactor, working after 587, has felt it necessary to add 
such a note here. Originally 32: 1-5, 15-20 formed the conclusion of 
the Josianic Redaction of Isaiah's prophecies, providing a compre-
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hensive interpretation of the fate oflsrael, Judah and Jerusalem under 
the threat from Assyria. Yet the hope that had burned so brightly in 
the period of Josiah had been shattered and frustrated after Josiah's 
death and the arrival of the Babylonians (see further, below, on chs. 
38-39). It was appropriate, therefore, to separate the immediate ex
pectation, relating to Josiah, of vv. 1-5, from the longer term and 
more ultimate hope ofvv. 15:-20. Since Josiah's death the dire calamity 
and grief of the fall of Jerusalem, and the ending of the Davidic reign in 
the city, had come about. The present section has been designed to 
point to this, to interpret it, and to leave room for the hope still 
ultimately to be fulfilled. By placing this section here the post-exilic 
redactor has deliberately separated the shorter from the longer term 
aspects oflsrael's hope for the future. Very possibly the content of the 
lament, which begins with concern for the failure of the crops and 
goes on to the far more serious portrayal of the destruction of the 
populous city (v. 14) was traditional. With this agrees the fact that the 
city is unnamed, although its relevance to Jerusalem and the fate of 
this city in 587 is clear. The redactor, therefore, has adapted part of an 
old lament, or typical lament themes, to his specific purpose of inter
preting the fall of Jerusalem. 

9. Rise up, you women who are at ease: The address to the women 
was traditional for laments, as those who would be deeply affected by 
the suffering that was envisaged. The fact that they are described as 
being at ease should not be taken here as a mark of rebuke for their 
complacency, but rather as a basis for the contrast that is to come 
when they begin their grieving and lamenting. So you complacent 
daughters (Heb. bo(IJo.1; cf. E. Gerstenberger, THAT, I, pp. 300-5) 
rather over-interprets. The meaning is rather 'happy, carefree'. 

10. In little more than a year; The meaning is unclear, and RSV 
can hardly be correct in understanding so long an interval. The Heb. 
literally reads 'days over a year'. Delitzsch took as an idiom, meaning 
'at most a year', which Schoors follows. However NEB is more con
vincing in taking the sense as 'when the year is out', i.e. when the 
vintage and fruit-crop, which mark the end of the agricultural year, 
will have passed. The intention is to begin by pointing to a traditional 
and very evident fact of life that disaster, however caused, will ruin 
the harvest. There is then a threat of famine for an unknown time. 

11. Tremble, you women: Once again at ease and complacent 
introduce a pejorative note which is not truly present in the Heb. The 
intention is to contrast the present happy state with the grievous one 
which is so soon to come. 

12. Beat upon your breasts: The MT reads the participle (masc.!), 
which should be emended to the imperative with IQls". The whole 
phrase is probably a secondary insertion, occasioned by a misreading 
of s'JJ.e, 'fields', as s'JJ.e, 'breasts'. 

13. for the soil of my people: The devastation of the agricultural 
land was an inevitable consequence of war. The phrase growing up 
with thorns and briers picks up once again the 'thorns and briers' 
theme from the Song of the Vineyard (5: 6). Cf. further 7: 23-25; 27 :4. 
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yea, for all the joyous houses: The Heb. ki (yea) is taken as asservera
tive by RSV, but should probably be deleted along with the preposi
tion 'al. Cf. LXX and NEB, 'in every happy home'. The contrast is 
deliberate between the present happiness and confidence and the 
coming misery and distress. The joyful city (Heb. qiryiih 'alliziih) 
must be a reference to Jerusalem, and it is the traditional stereotyped 
language which has left it unidentified. 

14. For the palace will be forsaken: The imagery is very stereo
typed and is not designed to present a graphic description of what 
actually befell Jerusalem in 587. The reason why the city will become 
deserted is not stated, but the redactor has made use of a traditional 
lament form in order to point to the disaster that overtook Jerusalem 
in 587, and which so decisively put an end to the hopes of good 
government and social justice set out in vv. 1-5. 

THE SPIRIT FROM ON HIGH 

32 :15-20 

This short section marks the ending of the J osianic Redaction of the 
collection of Isaiah's prophecies and expresses the future hope of the 
people of Israel. As such it is eloquent testimony to the strong and 
eager hopes that arose at that time. Most commentators have preferred 
to assign it to a later, post-exilic, age (so Fohrer, Schoors, Kaiser, 
Wildberger). However, we may follow H. Barth, pp. 2n-13, in locat
ing it in an earlier time. It provides a very beautiful and fitting con
clusion to the message of Isaiah, and looks to the future as a time of 
peace, security and general well-being. It offers a far more satisfactory 
conclusion to the book than the present gruesome Isa. 66: 24. 

15. until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high: The RSV 
unduly personalises the concept of spirit (Heb. rua!J) by printing it 
with a capital letter. However, earlier Israelite thinking linked the 
spirit closely with the activity of God. Cf. Jg. 6: 34 and see R. 
Albertz-C. Westermann, THAT, II, cols. 726ff. Its special signi
ficance here is stressing the divine origin of the new life that will be 
lived by the people of God. The source of human righteousness is in 
the power and righteousness of God. Cf. II: 1-5. and the wilderness 
becomes a fruitful field: The language is traditional and should not 
be understood in the dramatic eschatological sense of 30: 23-26. The 
new age of peace will also be an age of plenty. 

16. Then justice will dwell in the wilderness: This picks up the 
theme of 32: I and recognises that prosperity without justice is a 
worthless acquisition. Throughout vv. 15-20 there appears to be an 
intentional sequence established: prosperity-justice-peace-happi
ness. 

17. And the effect ofrighteousness will be peace: Significantly the 
verse recognises that peace must be the crowning gift of other de
sirable features of the age of salvation, and that a major condition of 
this is stability and a context of security. Hence it is to be a lasting 
condition: quietness and trust for ever. 
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18. My people will abide in a peaceful habitation: The emphasis 
upon my people (cf. also v. 13) indicates that what is promised here is 
the future deliverance and well-being of Israel. The peaceful habita
tion and quiet resting places are then understood to be in the land of 
Judah, and no hint is given that the people have been in exile and 
must first return to the land. The pre-exilic (Josianic) origin of the 
passage is certainly the best explanation of this assumption. 

19. And the forest will utterly go down: The verse, which is 
threatening in tone, reads strangely in this context. Several com
mentators have consequently taken it to be a gloss, or to be misplaced. 
Duhtn and Marti would insert it between vv. 14 and 15. However, the 
translation is probably in error, and NEE understands differently: 'It 
will be cool on the slopes of the forest then, and cities shall lie 
peaceful in the plain.' 

For this interpretation, cf. G. R. Driver, JSS 13 (1968), pp. 52f. 
Instead of will utterly go down this takes the initial verb (bra) to 
mean 'be cool' (cf. Arabic baruda). The second hemistich is then read 
in line with this by understanding the verb spl ('to be low, levelled') 
in the sense 'lie peacefully'. Undoubtedly the interpretation of the 
verse in a reassuring sense is required by the context. 

20. Happy are you who sow beside all waters: The sense is that in 
the coming age men will be able to go about their business unmo
lested and untroubled by the thought that they will not be able to reap 
the reward of their labours. 

THE ATTACKER IS THREATENED 

33:1-6 

It must be accepted that the major collection of Isaianic prophecies 
has been made in chs. 1-32 and that chs. 33-35 have been added as 
a supplement to this. Whether these latter chapters contain any 
authentic Isaianic prophecies at all has been much debated, but has 
generally been answered in the negative by all but the most conserva
tive of scholars. Certainly chs. 34-35 form what has sometimes been 
called the 'Little Apocalypse' of Isaiah in contrast with the 'Great 
Apocalypse' of chs. 24-27. Some defence has been made of the con
tention that short fragments of Isaianic sayings are embedded in eh. 
33 (so J. Vermeylen on 33: 1), but even this claim must be rejected. In 
fact no part of chs. 33-35 can convincingly be shown to derive directly 
from Isaiah himself, although extensive use has been made of Isaianic 
themes and images. There are therefore several allusions back to 
prophecies and themes which occur earlier in the book. 

Ch. 33 has been widely acclaimed as a prophetic liturgy. So G. 
Fohrer, A. Schoors and earlier S. Mowinckel, Psalmenstudien II, 
Oslo, 1923, pp. 235-8; H. Gunkel, ZAW 42 (1924), pp. 177-208. Such 
liturgical elements are to be found in several parts of the prophetic 
literature and cannot of themselves point to a specific origin in cult
prophecy. Isa. 33 falls into four clearly identifiable units: vv. 1--6, the 
threat against the 'destroyer'; vv. 7-9, a lament; vv. 10-13 an oracle; 
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vv. 14-16 a Torah-liturgy; vv. 17-24 the Promise of Salvation. The 
structure is evidently deliberate, although no clear connection can be 
shown between the threat to the 'destroyer', which remains unidenti
fied in vv. 1-6, and the following sections. It is preferable therefore to 
take these two parts separately. The question of date is hard to 
determine, although it may be assisted by considering the actual 
literary processes of redaction by which the present book was formed. 
Durun, Marti, and more recently Kaiser, have pointed to the Macca
bean age, and in particular to the attack on Jerusalem by Antiochus 
Eupator in 163/2 BC. Yet there is nothing to give positive identifica
tion for such a setting, and, on other grounds, it must be regarded as 
far too late. Much more convincingly the whole of eh. 33 must be 
assigned to the age of the Babylonian exile (cf. H. Barth, pp. 46f, 
287f., 292-4). What we have here are two summarising prophecies 
dating from the sixth century BC, the first in vv. 1-6, threatening that 
Israel's attacker will shortly be destroyed, and the second, in vv. 7-24, 
addressing the survivors of Judah concerning their present plight and 
future hope. Ch. 33 therefore is a reflection on the message of Isaiah 
in the light of the fall of Jerusalem and the Davidic monarchy in 587 
BC. 

33: I. Woe to you, destroyer: The familiar 'woe'-form has appeared 
frequently in Isaiah's prophecies. Here the destroyer is left unidenti
fied and it is the presumed historical context alone that can identify 
this as Babylon. There may be some deliberate intention of associat
ing earlier threats against Assyria with this, so that Babylon and 
Assyria together represent a common Mesopotamian enemy. More 
probably Babylon alone is in mind as the world power that has 
destroyed Judah and Jerusalem. J. Vermeylen, I, pp. 429ff., would 
defend v. 1 as an authentic threat from Isaiah against the Assyrians 
given in 701, but such a view must be abandoned as nothing more 
than conjecture. The further description who yourself have not been 
destroyed points to a time before the fall of Babylon in 538. The age of 
Cyrus, and of the prophecies of chs. 40-55, is still not yet. you 
treacherous one picks up the language of 21: 1, which has clearly 
influenced the author here in his description. When you have ceased 
to destroy: The bitterness against Judah's enemy is strong, but the 
time of retribution cannot now be long delayed. No hint is given of 
any political basis for such an expectation. Rather the expectation 
arises out of a deeper moral conviction that justice must eventually be 
done. 

2. 0 LoRD, be gracious to us; we wait for thee: After the basic 
pronouncement of the threat against the 'destroyer', the author turns 
to consider the case of his own people, who await God's action as 
necessary before their own time of salvation can come. God alone is 
the basis for his people's hope. The author is presumably in Judah 
itself, rather than among the exiles in Babylon, although even this 
cannot be firmly made out. 

3. At the thunderous noise peoples flee: There appears to be a 
conscious allusion back to 17: 12 with its reference to the thunderous 
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noise (Heb. hiimon) of the peoples. God is greater than the power of 
even the greatest of nations, and the earlier threats of his action pro
vide an assurance that he is now about to act again to rescue his people 
from their oppressors. W. H. Irwin, p. 139, takes the noun to mean 
'army', and follows this by reading at the lifting up of thyself as 'at the 
sound of your soldiers' (following a suggestion of M. Dahood's). The 
sense, however, would appear to be 'at the raising (of your voice)'. Cf. 
Isa. 13: 2, where the verb rum is used in the sense of 'to raise the 
voice'. 

4. and spoil is gathered: The verse is difficult, and must have 
suffered some disturbance. Its imagery is that of the severity and 
sharpness of war, which God is about to unleash against the 
'destroyer' of v. I. as the caterpillar: Better 'grasshopper' (Heb. lJiisil 
is a near synonym of locusts). When the battle is over soldiers strip 
the spoil from the slain, like locusts stripping foliage from a forest. 

5. The LORD is exalted: Ultimately Yahweh's will asserts itself, 
and vv. 5-6 appear to pick up the imagery of hope presented in 32; 1-5. 
he will fill Zion: Heb. has imperative, 'fill Zion', which is preferable. 

6. And he will be the stability of your times: I.e. the LORD will 
bring about conditions of prosperity and security, cf. 32: 15-20. 
abundance of salvation: The Heb. IJ,osen (abundance) means 
'treasure, wealth', so that the meaning is of the wealth and prosperity 
which will come through salvation, wisdom and knowledge. Cf. Prov. 
15 :6. Vv. I-6 appear to be quite self-contained, threatening the de
struction of Judah's enemy, and reaffirming that soon the age of 
salvation will come. They mark the period of transition from a broad 
prophetic hope to a quite distinctively eschatological one. 

ISRAEL'S LAMENTATION AND GOD'S ANSWER 

33:7-24 
The liturgical form of this section has already been noted above. It 
falls into four distinct units, each marked by a firmly kept liturgical 
form: Lament (vv. 7-9); Oracular Response (vv. 10-13); Torah-liturgy 
(vv. 14-16) and Prophetic Promise (vv. 17-24). It is possible that 
separate units have been woven together into a liturgical whole, but 
against this there are evident marks of the resumption and develop
ment of earlier Isaianic themes, especially in the final section. On the 
whole it appears that an exilic redactor has compiled the section in 
order to round off the prophecies, adapting some of their themes to a 
liturgical form. There is no suggestion that the section ever formed 
an independent liturgical composition. The age of composition 
would still appear to be that of the Babylonian exile, before the col
lapse of Babylon in 538. 

7. Behold the valiant ones cry without: The Heb. is obscure. For 
the word translated valiant ones (Heb. 'er'ellam) K-B, p. 80, notes 
three possibilities: 'heroes', 'priests' or 'inhabitants'. W. H. Irwin, p. 
144, proposes 'leaders'. The parallel with envoys indicates that 
important figures in the community are meant. The description of a 
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land suffering distress given by vv. 7~ would appear to refer to the 
conditions in Judah after 587, when the ravaged countryside lay 
desolate. To this extent they describe the fulfilment of the Isaianic 
threat given in 6: I I. the envoys of peace weep bitterly: The reason 
for the mission of the envoys can only be conjectured. Possibly the 
meaning is that 'messengers' (Heb. mal'ak), who report that the battle 
is ended, can only weep over the devastation it has left. 

8. The highways lie waste: All the various features in the break
down of normal life and prosperity in the community constitute a 
situation to which God's gracious intervention can provide the 
answer. The imagery is traditional for the aftermath of war. 
Covenants are broken must refer to the cessation of normal business 
life, where covenants (Heh. b'ri1) provide the natural basis of agree
ment. Similarly witnesses (Heh. 'edim, instead of MT, 'arim, 'cities'), 
are witnesses to commercial transactions. 

9. The land mourns and languishes: All the richest and most 
luxuriant parts of the Holy Land-Lebanon . .. Sharon . .. Bashan 
... Carmel-are pictured as withered and decaying. The language 
must be regarded as metaphorical, rather than as a description of a 
time of drought, and is intended to reflect the total ruination of 
Israel-its land, social structure and political fortunes. 

10. 'Now I will arise,' says the LORD: In vv. 10-13 Yahweh speaks 
in the first person in an oracular formulation. This has been adapted 
from cult-prophecy which must at one time have formed a significant 
feature oflsrael's cultic life. Cf. A. R. Johnson, The Cultic Prophet in 
Israel's Psalmody, Cardiff, 1979, esp. pp. 92ff. God is pictured as 
reasserting himself and reaffirming his will to act to remedy the con
ditions described in the preceding lamentation. This action must, 
however, be regarded as imminent, but still future, from the author's 
perspective. now I will lift myself up: Heh. 'eromam is Hithpolal with 
the t assimilated; but cf. rQis" for a more regular form. The threefold 
repetition of the same basic idea with the reiterated now creates a 
dramatic note of certainty of imminent divine action. 

II. You conceive chaff you bring forth stubble: The language 
must be regarded as highly stylised. It is addressed to Yahweh's 
enemies, but there is no reason to follow Kaiser in regarding the 
identification of them as 'peoples' in v. 12 to mean that a great cosmic 
battle is envisaged. Rather, all that men can do is no better than 
produce chaff before God, so that man's will cannot for long thwart 
that of God. The reference is deliberately vague and general. When 
God acts no men will be able to stand against him, and their efforts to 
do so will look ridiculous. your breath is a fire that will consume 
you: I.e. anything that you (the enemy) do to try to stop God will do 
more harm to you yourself. BHS follows the ancient versions in 
emending to 'a wind like fire'. 

12. And the peoples will be: The imagery asserts the frailty of man 
and of all his efforts to stand in God's way. For as if burned to lime, 
cf.Am. 1:2. 

13. Hear, you who are far off: The final appeal to everyone, near 
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and far, is to recognise who God is, and then to accept that he can be 
relied upon to act soon, as he has warned. It is improbable that far off 
and near are intended to refer to the Babylonian exiles and the com
munity in Judah respectively, as each having an interest in God's 
intended action. Cf. Dan. 9: 7. 

14. The sinners in Zion are afraid: Vv. 14-16 follow the pattern of 
a Torah-liturgy. Cf. H. Gunkel, ZAW 42 (1924), pp. 177ff.; K. Koch, 
'Tempeleinlassliturgie und Dekaloge'. G. von Rad Festschrift 60. 
Geburtstag, Neukirchen, 1961, pp. 45-6o; and my book God and 
Temple, pp. 73ff. The closest parallels are to be found in Pss. 15 and 
24 : 3-6. The form is based on a question-and-answer pattern used 
between pilgrims seeking entrance to the temple and a priestly re
sponse to this. This response sets out, in a highly stylised way, the 
qualities of life required of those who would worship Yahweh. Here 
the author has adapted the pattern to deal with the question of the 
sinners in Zion. The presupposition would appear to be that Zion ( = 
Jerusalem) still has not learnt all the lessons of its past, and that many 
of those who live (and rule?) there are still to be regarded as sinners. 
Will they not thwart the plan of God to restore his people and to give 
them a secure and prosperous future? The reply takes the form of a 
fresh application of the ancient Torah-liturgy affirming that Yahweh 
will test the inhabitants of the city, so that those who cannot live 
alongside his presence there will be doomed and cast out. The city 
will then be purified. Cf. l : 24-26. How closely this section reflects a 
knowledge and disapproval of those who had risen to authority and 
leadership in Jerusalem during the exilic age can only be conjectured. 
Cf. Ezek. 33: 23-29 for prophetic opposition to the survivors in 
Jerusalem. 
Who among us can dwell with the devouring fire: The familiar pro
phetic device of putting hypothetical words in the mouths of those 
addressed is followed here. God is a devouring fire, and so those who 
want to live in Jerusalem will have to live with his presence there. 
They answer their own question by couching it in these terms. 

15. He who walks righteously and speaks uprightly: The parti
cular qualifications follow closely those traditionally set out in such 
Torah-liturgies. Cf. Ps. 15 :2-5; 24:4. Great emphasis is placed upon 
those actions and attitudes which lay outside the scope of the law to 
deal with, or which could seriously undermine the application of the 
law such as bribery. who stops his ears from hearing of bloodshed 
does not mean refusing to hear that crimes have been committed, but 
rather that the person refuses to take part in plots and schemes which 
intend, or may involve, violence against other people. Similarly, 

, shuts his eyes from looking upon evil refers to a refusal to contemplate 
becoming involved in an evil plan, and not a refusal to act when evil 
can be seen to be taking place. A refusal to risk personal injury 
through intervention against evil was certainly not in mind. 

16. he will dwell on the heights: The language is traditional and 
metaphorical. To dwell on the heights appears to have been an ex
pression meaning 'to worship in the sanctuary'; cf. Ps. 148: r, and its 
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metaphorical sense as a place of protection has been elaborated in the 
succeeding imagery. Already the language here appears to offer an 
extended, metaphorical, understanding of enjoying the blessing of 
God's presence (in a sanctuary). Thus the meaning becomes simply 
'he will live his life in security.' his bread will be given him: I.e. he 
will not lack the necessities of life, which is a development of the 
older idea that God's presence in the sanctuary was a source of bless
ing and prosperity for the life of the worshipper. 

I7. Your eyes will see the king in his beauty: The concluding 
section in vv. 17-24 sets out Yahweh's promises to his people once 
again, and describes the triumphant Israel living in Jerusalem under a 
righteous king, and with no further fear from external enemies. The 
parallel with 32 : 1-5 is very close, and the latter passage must have 
influenced the author here. The original fulfilment of that promise 
had been shattered by the Babylonian exile, and so now it needed to 
be reaffirmed in the new situation that had arisen since 587. In this 
glowing portrait of the final age oflsrael's blessedness vv. 17-19 stand 
by themselves with their special interest in the role of the king, and 
may once have been composed separately. Schoors goes so far as to 
suggest that they may be based upon an original Isaianic saying refer
ring to the ending of Assyrian oppression. However, this is only true 
in a very extended sense, for these verses mark the renewal of the 
Isaianic promise by way of the interpretation given to it in the Josianic 
Redaction, especially in 32: 1-5, 15-20. The concern with the king
ship is especially interesting and must here allude to the hope of 
restoring the Davidic monarchy, a hope which flourished during the 
Babylonian exile and for a short time after it. Cf. Jer. 33: 14-26; Ezek. 
37 : 24-28. The king's beauty (Heb. y 0pf) is praised in Ps. 45 : 2. a land 
that stretches afar: The Heh. 'ere~ marlµiqqim means 'distant land', 
rather than 'broad land', an allusion which could otherwise be re
ferred to the Abrahamic promise (Gen. 15: 18-21). Possibly the situa
tion of the exiles is already envisaged here. 

IS. Your mind will muse on the terror: The reference is clearly to 
foreign oppressors, first the Assyrians and then the Babylonians. The 
allusion to the counting and weighing of tribute may well point back 
specifically to the action of Hezekiah in Isaiah's time (2 Kg. 18: 14ff.). 
More probably, however, the meaning is that the days of submission, 
and payment of tribute, to a foreign suzerain power will be at an end. 
Possibly the word terror is a gloss, since the sense is clearer without 
it, but if it is retained, it must refer to the horror of foreign domi
nation. Where is he who counted the towers: G. R. Driver, JSS 13 
(1968), p. 53, would understand towers (Heb. migdiilim) as 'piles, 
store-chests' cf. Ca. 5: 13. 

I9. You will see no more the insolent people: We may compare 
28 : I I for a reference to the Assyrians as a people with an 'alien tongue', 
a verse which may directly have influenced the author here. The 
meaning has been broadened, however, to affirm that the strange
sounding speech of foreign oppressors and rulers will no more be 
heard in Judah. 
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20. Look upon Zion: The use of the title Zion to refer to the entire 
city of Jerusalem, instead of to the temple quarter only, reflects post
exilic usage. Cf. G. Fohrer, TDNT, VII, pp. 292ff; THAT, II, cols. 
543ff. With this must be linked the increased concentration in the 
post-exilic period upon the restoration and rebuilding of Jerusalem as 
the central focus of hope, rather than upon the restoration of all Israel. 
Cf. 62: 1-12. The description of Jerusalem as the city of our 
appointed feasts points to the cultic role of the city as its most 
important function. 

2I. But there the LORD in majesty: The meaning appears to be 
that God's presence will give to Jerusalem the beauty and elegance 
which other cities acquire by having great rivers running through 
them. The verse is certainly a strange one since it introduces a totally 
unrealistic feature into the description of a city which has no major 
waterways at all. Two possibilities of explanation present themselves. 
Either a deliberate contrast has been made between Jerusalem and 
Babylon, famed for its river traffic, with the intention of showing that 
Jerusalem will not spiritually lack the beauty which other cities 
enjoy, or alternatively we may conclude that some traditional myth
ological symbolism has been associated with Jerusalem, perhaps 
encouraged by the identification of the spring Gihon in Jerusalem (I 
Kg. I : 33, etc.) with one of the rivers of paradise (Gen. 2: 13). Most 
probably the former is correct, and in this case the particular imagery 
used would suggest that the author of the section was very conscious 
of Babylon, if not by experience at least by its reputation. a place of 
broad rivers and streams: Probably we should delete rivers (Heb. 
n6harim) as a gloss on streams (Heb. y 6'orim). The reference to a 
galley with oars appears to associate such vessels with war, rather 
than with trade. 

22. For the LORD is our judge: Because he is judge, Yahweh can 
be relied upon to look after the welfare of his people and to guard 
them against the unjust actions of hostile nations. The affirmation the 
LoRD is our king may quite directly reflect the experience of Isaiah at 
his call in seeing God as 'King'. Cf. Isa. 6 : 5. Increasingly in the 
post-exilic age the idea of a theocracy came to oust and replace the 
desire for a human king who would adminster God's rule. This can
not be the meaning here, however, since v. 17 would appear quite 
clearly still to anticipate the restoration of the Davidic monarchy. 

23. Your tackle hangs loose: V. 23a is certainly misplaced (NEB 
sets it in square brackets), but it can hardly be a conventional gloss 
since it sheds no useful light whatsoever upon the preceding verses. 
It describes a ship in distress, and the only way that this can make 
sense in the present context is to regard the ship as a metaphor for 
Jerusalem. However, this is a counsel of despair, and it is preferable 
to associate it with the dirge over Tyre in eh. 23, where it could 
possibly fit, although not very well. Beyond this we can only conclude 
that the verse is entirely misplaced, and makes no real sense. 
Then prey and spoil in abundance: The sense is difficult, but may be 
an allusion based on v. 4. Targ. reads 'the blind (Heb. 'iwwer instead 
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of• ag) will divide the spoil', which is preferable. Cf. NEB. Possibly 2 

Sam. 5 : 6 has influenced the expression here, although the allusion 
there to 'the blind and the lame' must be proverbial. 

24. And no inhabitant will say: This concluding verse must be a 
redactor's addition which has been introduced because the reference 
to the blind and lame in v. 23 was felt to jar with the portrayal of the 
coming age of salvation and happiness in Jerusalem. It 'corrects' the 
previous impression that there will be sick people in the city, and 
further hints at the ancient association of sickness with sin by asser
ting that all iniquity will be forgiven the people. The root cause of 
sickness will therefore be removed. 

The Coming Judgment and Salvation: chapters 34-35 

The section comprised of 34: 1-35 : 10 is recognised by almost all 
critical scholars to be a unity, and to derive from some time after the 
Babylonian exile. It is therefore certainly not from Isaiah, but rather 
shows very close similarities with the 'Apocalypse' of chs. 24-27. Both 
A. Schoors and J. Vermeylen, I, pp. 439ff., would describe it as the 
'Little Apocalypse' oflsaiah. Cf. further, W. Caspari, ZAW 49 (1931), 
pp. 67-86; M. H. Pope, JBL 71 (1952), pp. 253-43 and D. R. Hillers, 
Treaty Curses and the Old Testament Prophets, Rome, 1964, pp. 44-
54. C. C. Torrey, The Second Isaiah. A New Interpretation, Edin
burgh, 1928, pp. 53ff. argued that chs. 34-35 were to be linked with 
'Deutero-Isaiah' of chs. 40-46 (cf. also M. H. Pope). Yet these latter 
chapters were not placed by Torrey in the Babylonian Exile, but to a 
much later time (cf. also J. D. Smart, History and Theology in Second 
Isaiah, London, 1967, pp. 41, 292-4). That there is an affinity between 
much of the content of chs. 34-35 and 40-55(66) is fully to be con
ceded, but it appears highly improbable that this is to be explained as 
a consequence of common authorship. Rather, they result from a 
dependence of chs. 34-35 upon the prophecies of 40-55. Fohrer, II, p. 
138, would describe the author of chs. 34-35 as belonging to the 
'school' of Second Isaiah, and would place them in the sixth century 
BC, shortly after the close of the Babylonian exile. They are therefore 
to be compared closely to the contents of chs. 56--66, which also date 
roughly from this period. 

The material content of chs. 34-35 shows a dependence on 40-55, 
and certainly has a proto-apocalyptic character, very similar to that of 
chs. 24-27. A date some time in the fifth century would appear to be 
more plausible than one in the sixth, but certainty on this point can 
hardly be achieved. Their character is thematic, drawing out the 
implications of earlier prophetic hopes and themes, rather than 
directly historical, relating to specific situations and persons. How
ever, their general background is that of the tensions, frustrations and 
expectations of the attempts to reestablish a stable religious and social 
life in Judah under Persian government. A period after the work 
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of Haggai and Zechariah would therefore appear to be most probable. 
The common authorship of the chapters is supported by the appear
ance of a common structure: judgment on the nations, especially 
Edom, in 34: 1-17, followed by the triumphant vindication and 
exaltation of Judah in 35: 1-10. Common features which are to be 
found throughout the whole include a coherence of vocabulary and 
style, and a strong measure of dependence on earlier prophecy. 

THE GREAT JUDGMENT 

34: I-17 

The major part of eh. 34 is concerned with the threat of a fierce 
judgment upon Edom (34: 5-17), to which is prefaced a threat of 
Yahweh's judgment upon all nations (vv. 1-4). The case of Edom, 
therefore, is seen as a special application of the coming eschatological 
world-judgment. Feeling against Edom became very sharp among 
Jews after the time of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem in 587, 
as is shown by Obadiah, Jer. 49 :7-22 and Ezek. 25: 12-17. 

34: I. Draw near, 0 nations, to hear: The prophet begins by 
addressing the nations, since his message concerns the fate of all of 
them. That these nations were not actually present to hear what the 
prophet had to say made no difference to its efficacy. However, it is 
clear from the content of the message of judgment that it had a special 
relevance for Israel-Judah, since already there is an assumption that 
Judah's destiny is to be different from that of the nations. In the 
eschatological age, which the prophet-author is concerned with here, 
the distinction between 'Jew' and 'Gentile' would be a decisive one. 
The address to the nations, therefore, must be understood rhetori
cally, for in reality the author wishes to encourage his own immediate 
hearers by disclosing a knowledge of what the fate of the nations is to 
be. The contrasting fate of the faithful among God's own people is 
brought out in 35 : 1-10. 

2. For the LORD is enraged against all nations: No specific 
reason, or explanation, is given for this divine anger, but it becomes a 
commonplace assumption of eschatological apocalyptic expectation 
that the entire world has shown itself to be in rebellion against God, 
especially on account of its treatment of God's people, so that what 
man needs to know is not 'whether', but 'how soon', judgment will 
fall upon them. he has doomed them. The Heb. hell rimam takes up 
the ancient language of the Holy War ideology. Cf. THAT, I, cols. 
635---9. In this the captives and booty were destroyed as forfeit to God, 
who was believed to have led the battle. 

3. Their slain shall be cast out: The gruesome picture envisages 
no respectable burial for those slaughtered in such a fearful conflict. 
The imagery and expectation appears as a further extension of that 
foretold in Hag. 2: 22, and the present passage must be dated shortly 
after the time of this prophet. 

4. All the host of heaven shall rot away: Here the eschatological 
expectation has been expanded to embrace the entire created order. 
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Cf. 24: 23. The language is extravagant, but must be understood as 
more than poetic hyperbole and to reflect a genuine expectation of a 
dramatic change in the whole cosmic order. 1Qls3 reads differently, 
and many commentators would emend host of heaven (Heb. ~•!la' 
hassamayim) to 'hills (Heb. gafla'QI). However, this is not necessary, 
and MT can stand. Cf. NEB, 'All the host of heaven shall crumble into 
nothing'. 

5. For my sword has drunk its fill: The threat against all nations 
(vv. 1-4) is set out as a background, and now the author proceeds to 
deal with the people whom he regards as the more immediate threat to 
the wellbeing of the people of Yahweh in Judah. Little is known of 
the actual historical situation which aroused such deep bitterness and 
rivalry between Judah and Edom in the 6th-5th centuries BC, but 
quite evidently the gravely weakened state of Judah under Babylonian 
control had allowed the Edomites to expand their territory and control 
at the expense of the native Judean population. Instead of my sword, 
NEB reads 'sword of the LoRD'. Cf. NEB margin andHTOT, p. 187. 
This then requires a further change at the end of the verse to 'the 
people he has doomed' (Heb. }Jer'mo). Instead of has drunk its fill, 
rQisa reads 'appears' (Heb. tira'ih), which is preferable. 

6. The LORD has a sword: The coming destruction of Edam is 
compared to a sacrificial slaughter, and this particular image is elab
orated extensively by reference to features of the sacrificial practice 
applied to animals. a sacrifice in Bozrah: Bozrah was the chief city of 
the Edomites. Cf. Jer. 49: 13, 22, situated 27 miles south of the Dead 
Sea; modern el-Bulira. All aspects of the joyous situations in which 
sacrifices were customarily offered have been ignored in stressing the 
fact of physical slaughter. 

7. Wild oxen shall fall with them The point would appear to be 
that nothing is to be spared among men and beasts. Along with the 
Edomites themselves all types of cattle, wild oxen, young steers and 
full-grown bulls, are all to be slaughtered. 

8. For the LoRD has a day of vengeance: The sense of grievance 
against Edom comes right to the fore, and all the past misdeeds 
against Judah are to be avenged. a year ofrecompense for the cause of 
Zion: Literally to 'contest the case' (Heb. rill). NEB takes the Heb. 
noun as a participle (cf. BHS) and renders 'for the champion of 
Zion', i.e. Yahweh himself. This establishes a better parallelism be
tween the two hemistichs. 

9. And the streams of Edom: Heb. has literally 'her streams'. The 
imagery must be understood metaphorically and conveys the idea that 
the countryside of Edom will become as barren and desolate as the 
slopes of an active volcano. An association with the traditional picture 
of the divine judgment inflicted upon Sodom cannot be overlooked 
(Gen. 19: 24-29). 

10. Night and day it shall not be quenched: The hyperbolic 
imagery becomes somewhat overstretched in describing the per
manent smoking ruin that will mark the site where Yahweh inflicted 
his judgment upon Edam. 
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11. But the hawk and the porcupine shall possess it: The imagery 

of a ruined city inhabited by nothing more than wild animals is a 
common theme of prophecy; cf. 32: 14. D. R. Hillers, Treaty-Curses 
and the Old Testament Prophets, pp. 4,4ff., sees in it a particular point 
of connection with the curse formulations of vassal-treaties. Here, 
however, it introduces a word-picture which fits badly with what has 
preceded it, and indicates that the author's intensity of feeling has 
outrun his poetic control of style. The reference to the line of con
fusion (Heb. bohu) and the plummet of chaos (Heb. tohu) contains a 
deliberate reference back to the description of the formless void of the 
world before God imposed his created order upon it (Gen. 1 : 2). 

12. They shall name it No Kingdom There: The finality of 
Edom's end is to be preserved in the new name which will be given to 
the desolate land where it had once been. 

13. Thoms shall grow: Once again the rather stereotyped image of 
the waste-land, where once a city had stood, is used. an abode for 
ostriches: The rendering abode (Heb. lfizfer) follows 1Qis" and the 
ancient versions. 

14. the satyr shall cry to his fellow: The satyr (Heb. siz'ir, literally 
'hairy ones') may mean 'goat'; cf. NEB, 'he-goat'. yea, there shall 
the night hag alight. The night hag (Heb. lfli.l.) became a fami
liar figure of semi-religious mythology in later Judaism, but the 
context scarcely supports the idea of an uncanny and powerful super
natural creature. Hence NEB is more probably correct in reading 
'nightjar'. 

15. There shall the owl nest: The multiplying of examples of the 
wildlife to be found in the ruins of Edom is designed to illustrate the 
complete and lasting abandonment of the land by men and its return 
to a wild state. 

16. Seek and read from the book of the LORD: The reference 
would appear most probably to be to an earlier prophecy found in the 
book of Isaiah, such as Isa. 13: 21-22. This might especially be linked 
with the description of the overthrow of Sodom and Gomorrah in 
13: 19. Otherwise we might think of references more explicitly to the 
threatened downfall ofEdom in Jeremiah and Ezekiel, in which case a 
larger prophetic collection than that in the book of Isaiah is referred 
to. D. R. Hillers, Treaty-Curses, p. 45, argues that the 'book of 
Yahweh' must refer to an inscription relating to a treaty between 
Judah and Edom, sanctioned by Yahweh, which would be the 
'covenant-document' of Yahweh. However, this is certainly to read 
into the prophetic text too much from the situation appropriate to 
treaties, which is not otherwise evident here. and his Spirit has 
gathered them: I.e. God has ordained that they should come to in
habit the ruins, because their doing so is in fulfilment of his purpose 
of judgment upon Edom. 

17. He has cast the lot for them: The meaning is that God has 
taken the land away from the Edomites and given it to the wild 
animals instead. The allocation of cultivable land by means of a socio
legal rite of casting the line is referred to in Ps. 16: 6; Mic. 2: 5. 
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THE BLESSING OF THE LAND OF JUDAH 

35:1-10 

In sharp contrast with the preceding section, with its threat of a dire 
and fearful fate awaiting the people of Edam in the eschatological age, 
the following picture describes the blessedness which will be con
ferred on Judah. Its future will be one of unprecedented prosperity, 
security and contentment. The imagery is drawn from other parts of 
the book of Isaiah, especially from chs. 40-55, which has given rise to 
the mistaken contention that this chapter once formed a part of the 
same collection. Yet the secondary nature of the references here is 
unmistakable. The theme of the highway is taken from 40: 3, and that 
of the streams in the desert from 43: 19; 44: 3. Moreover, the funda
mental promise of the return to Zion of all the ransomed of God's 
people (35 : 10) takes up the promise of 51 : 11. However, the con
cept has now been extended to encompass the return of all scattered 
Jews from the Diaspora, and not simply the Babylonian exiles. That 
the imagery in 35: 1-10 has been drawn from the prophecies of chs. 
40-55 cannot be seriously in question. Possibly this indicates that the 
composition of 35 : r-ro took place when the material in chs. 4off. had 
already been linked with the earlier chapters. More likely, however, it 
is the use of such imagery and assurances in chs. 35 which has occa
sioned the joining of the prophecies of chs. 4off. to the earlier 
material. Then the narrative section of chs. 36--39, which originally 
belonged to the books of I and 2 Kg, was inserted at a late stage, 
thereby separating the different collections. In any case eh. 35 must be 
interpreted as a 'concluding summary' of the message of hope that was 
built upon and added to the prophecies of chs. 1-33, rather than as a 
preface, or introduction, to chs. 4off. (as Torrey, Pope). 

35: 1. The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad: Just as 
surely as Edam will be judged, so also is it sure that a great trans
formation will take place in the natural order. The understanding is of 
a great change that will take place when the end-time comes, but the 
basic promise appears to have been drawn from 43: 19f. At the same 
time there has no doubt been some poetic recollection of the dramatic 
way in which the desert is changed after a rainstorm. like the crocus: 
I.e. the 'desert crocus', probably asphodel. Cf. Ca. 2 : 1. 

2. The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it: The most barren 
parts of the land would become as rich and covered with luxuriant 
growth as the forest of Lebanon. Cf. 29: 17. Similarly the lush pas
tures, the majesty of Carmel and Sharon, would be seen covering 
regions that had hitherto been found infertile and unsuitable for 
agriculture. There can be no doubt that the author here has broadened 
and generalised the picture given in chs. 40--55 and developed it into a 
promise of the richness of life in the new age. They shall see the 
glory of the LoRD: The promise is taken over directly from 40: 3, 5; 
6o : I, but has become detached from the specific historical situation of 
the return of the exiles from Babylon to which it originally applied. 
Essentially there has entered a great shift of emphasis from a his-
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torical event, interpreted as a manifestation of God, to a change in the 
natural order as bringing about such a revelation. 

3. Strengthen the weak hands: Cf. 40: 29-31; 41 : 17, from which 
the author appears to have taken his injunctions here. The joy of the 
new age is to act as an incentive in the present to be strong, and to 
endure oppression, because the time of such sorrow would soon be 
past. 

4. Behold, your God will come with vengeance: Cf. 40: 9. The 
consciousness that the readers were still living under the oppression 
of foreign rule, and had not yet received the promise of salvation, 
leads to a new patience in looking for the time when God will appear. 
The prophetic poetry of chs. 40-55 has been interpreted in terms of a 
radical eschatology, with the consequence that the poetic imagery has 
become apocalyptic expectation. 

5. Then the eyes of the blind: The reference is back to the pro
phecy of 42: I8f., where 'blindness' and 'deafness' are used as meta
phors of the spiritual condition oflsrael in exile. Here, however, the 
language appears with a literal sense and refers to the removal of all 
physical disabilities in the coming age of salvation. 

6. then shall the lame man leap: This develops further the theme 
that a new healing and life-giving energy will be given to God's 
people. Cf. 33 :24 for the belief that there would be no sickness in the 
final age. For waters shall break forth: The promise of rivers in the 
desert, taken from chs. 4off., provides a foundation assurance of the 
new world order that is expected. 

7. the burning sand shall become a pool: The theme drawn from 
41: I8f. is here developed still further. Possibly we may detect a sense 
of economic weakness and the experience of poor harvests to lie be
hind the author's intense pre-occupation with this promise from 
'Second Isaiah'. In origin the promise was used to show the excep
tional measures that Yahweh would take to enable his people to cross 
the desert in returning from Babylon to their homeland. Here it has 
become an expectation of the miraculous abundance of life and of 
luxuriant vegetation which would mark the eschatological age. Ideas 
of a wonderful paradisal age, which would be established at the end of 
time, may have influenced the general understanding, and un
doubtedly become a prominent feature of later apocalyptic. 

8. And a highway shall be there: The reference back is to 40: 3-5. 
Cf. also I I : 16 for a parallel development of the same theme. Here the 
picture has been much enlarged, even beyond that of I I : 16, and has 
taken on a metaphorical significance. After highway MT adds 'and a 
way', which must be a scribal error for a reference to the character of 
the way. After the unclean shall not pass over it MT has four additional 
words, but the Heb. is obscure. BHS suggests 'and the foolish man 
shall direct his way', whereas NEB emends to 'it shall become a 
pilgrim's way' (cf. HTOT, p. 188). The concluding clause and fools 
shall not err therein is a glossator's addition, who has further devel
oped the idea of the 'way' as a metaphor for toriih. 

9. No lion shall be there: Cf. II: 6-9 for a comparable picture of the 
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removal of any threat from wild creatures in the coming age of salva-
tion. · 

10. And the ransomed of the LORD shall return: The promise of 
the return goes back to 'Second Isaiah's' prophecy in 51: II, but has 
now acquired a much extended meaning. From referring initially to 
the return of the exiles from Babylon it has come to be understood as a 
promise of the return of all Jews from the Diaspora, cf. II : 12; 27: 12-
13. This time of the great 'Return' is to herafd the final age oflsrael's 
blessedness in which all that had been promised to the nation's 
ancestors would be realised. It would be an age of peace, prosperity 
and national greatness for Israel. There can be little question that the 
presentation of this hope here was intended by a redactor, probably 
working sometime in the fifth century BC, to mark the conclusion of 
his expanded collection of Isaianic prophecies. Subsequently the 
large collection of chs. 4o-66 has been added to this, and at a subse
quent stage the connection has been broken off to allow of the inser
tion of the narratives of chs. 36--39. 

The Isaiah Narratives: chapters 36-39 

The four chapters of Isa. 36--39 are repeated, almost word for word, 
from 2 Kg. 18: 17-20: 19. The only really major addition is in the 
psalm attributed to Hezekiah in 38: 9-20. Aside from this, the 
character of the minor variations between the two accounts leaves no 
doubt that their setting in 2 Kings is original and their inclusion here 
a secondary carrying-over by a redactor. An editor has evidently 
sought to bring together an important sequence of narratives which 
related to Isaiah, so as to provide a relatively complete compendium of 
traditions about him and his activity. Since it becomes evident from 
an examination of their contents that the narratives were not complete 
until some time in the sixth century, this implies that their incorpora
tion into the book of Isaiah took place at quite a late stage in the 
formation of the book. In any case this should no doubt be inferred 
from the way in which the inclusion of the narratives makes a separa
tion between chs. 35 and 40, which are otherwise closely related in 
content. It must be held as possible that chs. 4off. had already become 
associated with chs. 1-35 prior to this time, although whether this can 
be taken to imply that the two collections had become joined must be 
left in uncertainty. Probably the inclusion of chs. 36--39 into the book 
of Isaiah was one of the latest steps to occur in its formation, so that 
we may deduce that a redactor has quite consciously sought to use 
these narratives to form a bridge between the 'Assyrian' background 
of chs. 1-35 and the 'Babylonian' background of chs. 4o--66, with eh. 
39 forming a key transition unit. Certainly the understanding and 
interpretation of the narratives of chs. 36--39 can be best guided by 
their place in the account of 2 Kg., rather than their setting here. In 
fact, it is evident that their primary point of focus is that of the fate of 
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Jerusalem under the Assyrians, especially when contrasted with the 
fate of the Northern Kingdom, and the special role that Hezekiah, the 
ruling king of the house of David, was to play in the divine purpose 
for Judah and Israel. The work and preaching oflsaiah are in fact quite 
peripheral to the main themes of the narratives, and his role is simply 
that of acting as God's mouthpiece in a series of critical situations 
concerning Jerusalem and the kingship. Even so, the appearance of 
the material in a vigorous narrative form has meant that these 
accounts have tended to exercise a very powerful influence on the 
interpretation of the message of Isaiah. 

The chapters should be considered as a whole, forming a trilogy of 
stories concerning Isaiah, Jerusalem and the Davidic kingship. A very 
full discussion of them is offered by B. S. Childs, Isaiah and the 
Assyrian Crisis (SBT Second Series 3), London, 1967, and my own 
forthcoming study, Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem, eh. 3. 
Earlier specialist studies are to be found in J. Meinhold, Die Jesa
jaerzahlungen. Jesaja 36-39. Eine historisch-kritische Untersuchung, 
Gottingen, 1898, and L. L. Honor, Sennacherib's Invasion of Palestine. 
A Critical Source Study, New York, 1926. In all of these treatments 
fuller details and bibliography can be found. Since the problem is a very 
important one for the understanding of Isaiah's message a summary of 
the various views may be noted here. 

In the first place it is clear that the major groundwork of the trilogy of 
stories is to be found in 36: 1-37: 38, which is usually described as 
narrative B, to distinguish it from the account ofHezekiah's surrender 
to Sennacherib in 701 in 2 Kg. 18: 13-16, which is described as narrative 
A. This latter was taken from the royal chronicles of Judah and incor
porated into the Deuteronomic History (Jos.-2 Kg., cited as DtrG). 
However, narrative Bis made up of two separate accounts which have 
been woven together (B1, consisting of36: 1-37 :9a, + 37 :37-38; B2, 

consisting of 37: 9b--36). It is evident that these two narratives were 
combined together into a whole as the end result of an extended 
process of growth, and they are remarkable for their portrayal of a 
dramatic defeat of Sennacherib's army by 'the angel of the LoRD' 
outside Jerusalem. This comes into conflict with the picture of 
Hezekiah's surrender given in narrative A. Three major possibilities of 
reconciling the accounts have been proposed: 

(1) The narrative of account B (the combined B1 and B2 ) represents a 
highly elaborated account of the sparing of Jerusalem, written long 
after 701, but which essentially refers to the same event as narrative A. 

(2) The narrative of account B refers to a later incident than the 
surrender of Hezekiah to Sennacherib, and implies that, after accepting 
Hezekiah's submission, Sennacherib came back to Jerusalem later in 
701 in a subsequent attempt to take the city, regretful of his earlier 
leniency. So J. Skinner, Isaiah i-xxxix, Cambridge, 1915, pp. 276ff.; 
H. H. Rowley, 'Hezekiah's Reform and Rebellion', Men of God, 
London/Edinburgh, 1963, pp. 98-132. 

(3) The narrative of account B refers to a subsequent attempt on the 
part of Sennacherib to take Jerusalem, not in 701, but in a later cam-
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paign, perhaps as late as 688 BC. So R. W. Rogers, 'Sennacherib and 
Judah', J. Wellhausen Festschrift, ed. K. Marti, Giessen, 1914, pp. 
317-28; J. Bright, A History of Israel, 2nd edn., London, 1972, pp. 
296--308. 

The view adopted here is that (1) is correct and that the narrative 
now set out in Isa. 36-37 (narrative B) is a highly theologised reflec
tion back upon the events of 701, which culminated in Hezekiah's 
surrender, made sometime during Josiah's reign. It contrasts the fate 
of Jerusalem with that of the rest of Judah, and even more with that of 
the Northern Kingdom, which had suffered frightful deportations 
and harassment under Assyrian rule. The closest literary affinities of 
this narrative, therefbre, are with the Josianic Redaction of the pro
phecies of Isaiah, which has developed, by a form of elaborate 
'developmental exegesis', a promise of the overthrow of the 
Assyrians. The final redactor of narrative B has come to accept that a 
first major step in this overthrow of the Assyrians took place in 701 
(especially 37: 36; see below). It is only in an extended sense, there
fore, that the picture of events, and of Isaiah's preaching, given in chs. 
36--37 can be said to reflect accurately his actual message. It is rather 
his preaching seen and interpreted in the light of subsequent events. 

From this perspective regarding the form and character of the 
narrative of chs. 36--37, we can proceed to see how the two following 
narratives in chs. 38--39 relate to them. It is in any event very clear that 
the view of the importance of Jerusalem and of the Davidic monarchy 
expressed in narrative B was closely related to the basic ideas of the 
reform movement of Josiah's reign which was associated with the 
production of the Deuteronomic literature. The account of 
Hezekiah's sickness (Isa. 38) and that of the Babylonian envoys' visit 
to Jerusalem (Isa. 39) have been introduced to modify and particula
rise more closely the very high, and even exaggerated, estimate of the 
divine protection assured to Jerusalem in the narrative of chs. 36--37. 
Their intention is quite clearly to show that such protection as had 
been given against Sennacherib related to a very special king (Isa. 38), 
and that already the forewarning had been given that Jerusalem would 
not be similarly protected from the Babylonians (Isa. 39). The three 
narratives together (chs. 36--39), therefore, form a connected pre
sentation concerning the role of Jerusalem and its Davidic kingship 
for the life and destiny of Israel and Judah. Whether all three narra
tives were already combined together when they were incorporated 
into the Deuteronomic History, as W. Dietrich, Prophetie und 
Geschichte (FRLANT 108), Gottingen, 1972, argues, is a more open 
question. Certainly we must dismiss the idea that the incorporation 
took place as late as Dietrich argues (second half of 6th century), as I 
have shown in my essay in the/. L. Seeligmann Festschrift, Jerusa
lem, 1979. Either all three narratives were incorporated together 
during Zedekiah's reign (598-587 BC), or the major narrative (2 Kg. 
18: 17-19: 37 = Isa. 36: 1-37: 38) was incorporated into the first draft 
of that history during Josiah's reign. (For such an origin of the 
DeuteronomkHistory, cf. F. M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew 
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Epic, Cambridge, Mass., 1973, pp. 287ff.). The second and third 
narratives (2 Kg. 20: 1-19 = Isa. 38: 1-39 :8) were then incorporated 
later, probably during Zedekiah's reign. 

THE DELIVERANCE OF JERUSALEM 

36:1-37:38 
The narrative of Isa. 36--37 is made up from two separate accounts (B 1 

= 36: 1-37 :9a + 37: 37-38; B2 = 37 :9b-36). There is a considerable 
difference of emphasis, since it is only the B2 account which refers to 
any dramatic defeat of the Assyrians outside Jerusalem. BI simply 
affirms that Sennacherib will return to his own land without destroy
ing Jerusalem (cf. 37 :7) and will die there. Similarly, the main basis 
of the B2 narrative also makes the return of Sennacherib to his own 
land without attacking Jerusalem or pressing a siege against it the 
major feature (cf. 37 : 33-35). It comes as a surprise, therefore, that in 
describing the fulfilment of these threats the physical destruction of 
Sennacherib's army is included (37: 36; B2). Quite clearly this rep
resents a heightening of the miraculous and dramatic elements of the 
account at a late stage in the growth of the tradition, quite possibly 
after B 1 and B2 had been combined. Apart from this, the narratives 
follow a strikingly parallel structure with Sennacherib challenging 
Hezekiah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, by an emissary-the 
Rabshakeh-in BI and by letter in B2• Hezekiah is distressed by this, 
and turns to Yahweh for help. Isaiah then brings a reassuring message 
from God that Sennacherib will be unable to fulfil his threats and will 
not succeed in taking Jerusalem. The prophecies attributed to Isaiah 
do not relate directly to any recorded prophecies from the prophet 
himself, and we must conclude that they have been composed freely 
for incorporation into the narratives. However, the narratives as a 
whole, when taken separately, have a very marked 'disputation 
theme', which recalls the boast put into the mouth of the king of 
Assyria in Isa. 10: 5-15* (especially vv. 8---9, 13-14). Since this 
important prophecy has provided a very basic text for the development 
of the Josianic Redaction, there seems no reason whatsoever to doubt 
that it has also provided the basic source for the growth of the 
narratives here. The whole is a piece of narrative theology, therefore, 
which has been developed on the basis of a specific prophecy, and 
interpreted retrospectively in the light of contemporary and subse
quent events. 

36 : I. In the fourteenth year of King Hezekiah, Sennacherib king 
of Assyria: This year is 701 BC, as the Assyrian record confirms (cf. 
ANET, pp. 287f.), which must have been the twenty-fourth year of 
Hezekiah's reign, if he came to the throne of Judah in 725 (see Intro
duction, pp. 8f.). How the error arose is not clear, although there 
may have been some confusion with the Ashdodite rebellion of 713-
711 BC. 

2. And the king of Assyria sent the Rabshakeh: The title of the 
Assyrian officer translates as 'chief cup-bearer', according to H. 
Zimmern ZDMG 53 (1899), pp. II6ff. Possibly the title had acquired a 
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specifically military significance, with the meaning 'officer', or per
haps it was simply an Assyrian title known to the author, and there
fore deemed suitable. The extent of the Assyrian destruction of Judah 
('forty-six cities ... ') is fully reported in Sennacherib's Annals (cf. 
ANET, p. 288), and the capture of Lachish is brutally portrayed in 
Assyrian wall-reliefs. 

3. And there came out to him Eliakim: Cf. 22: 20 for Eliakim and 
22: 15 for Shebna. the son of Asaph the recorder. (Heh. mazkir); 
better, 'the herald'. Cf. T. N. D. Mettinger, Solomonic State Officials, 
pp. 52ff. 

4. And the Rabshakeh said to them: The Rabshakeh's speech is a 
free creation by the author of the narrative, but appears to rest on a 
knowledge of an authentic collection of Isaiah's prophecies, especi
ally 10: 8-9, 13-14; 19: 1-15; 30: 1-5. 

6. Behold, you are relying on Egypt: The saying reveals a fami
liarity with Isa. 30 : 4f. 

7. But if you say to me: 2 Kg. 18 :22 uses the plural, whereas the 
second person singular is used here. The traditions regarding 
Hezekiah's religious reforms are reported in 2 Kg. 18: 3-7 and serve to 
indicate that the author of B1 must have been closely associated with 
the Deuteronomic circle of Josiah's reign. At the close of the verse 2 

Kg. 18: 22 adds 'in Jerusalem'. 
8. my master the king of Assyria: BHS regards of Assyria as a gloss, 

both here and in v. 16. 
9. when you rely on Egypt for chariots and for horsemen: there is 

an allusion to Isaiah's prophecy recorded in 31: 1. 
10. Moreover, is it without the LORD: The proud boast, put into the 

Rabshakeh's mouth, that Yahweh has incited the Assyrians to this 
action, is clearly drawn from Isaiah's portrayal of Assyria as the 'rod' of 
Yahweh's anger (10: 5). against this land: 2 Kg. 18: 25 reads 'against 
this place', drawing closer attention to the city itself and to its temple. 

11. Pray, speak to your servants in Aramaic: Aramaic was the 
common diplomatic language of the period in which negotiations 
could be conducted, but which would not have been intelligible to the 
ordinary citizens of Jerusalem. The composition of the speeches in the 
account, and the fact that they are presented as being addressed openly 
to everybody, builds up the tension towards the final moment of divine 
denouement in which everything of which the Rabshakeh had boasted 
is confounded by what Yahweh does. The narrative, therefore, is 
primarily designed around a theological assertion that Yahweh is the 
true God who demonstrates this fact by fulfilling his word through 
events. 

12. and not to the men sitting on the wall: The contemptuous and 
threatening way in which the people of Jerusalem are referred to 
intensifies the sense of blustering arrogance on the part of the Assy
rians. Quite probably the author was familiar with certain Assyrian 
edicts and inscriptions in which such an arrogant tone was present. 
Certainly the Assyrian royal Annals reveal such a tone in full measure. 

15. Do not let Hezekiah make you rely on the LORD: The author 
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skilfully uses the Rabshakeh's speech to put his finger on the central 
issue that is at stake in the entire episode covered by the narrative: faith 
in Yahweh. Once the outcome is known, then everything points back 
to show that it is faith in Yahweh alone which has made the deliverance 
of Jerusalem possible. 

16. Make your peace with me and come out to me: The picture 
presented by the verse-that the citizens will suffer no harm-con
trasts with the warning ofv. 17 that they will eventually be deported. 
The introduction of a delay between surrender and eventual deporta
tion must reflect what happened to the citizens of the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel, who were still being taken from their homes and 
land as late as Esarhaddon's time (68o--669 BC). Cf. Ezr. 4: 2. 

18. Beware lest Hezekiah mislead you: The repetition of essenti
ally the same warning already given in vv. 15 and 18 is for added 
emphasis. It brings out very forcibly the idea that the satisfactory 
outcome for the citizens of Jerusalem is entirely due to the work of 
Yahweh. Has any of the gods of the nations: Cf. 10:9, which has 
evidently influenced the author here. Once again the content of the 
speech serves to bring out the theological emphasis of the entire 
narrative sequence of chs. 36--37: Yahweh is superior to all other 
gods-even the god of Assyria-and the proof of this is that Senna
cherib was unable to take Jerusalem in 701. 

19. Have they delivered Samaria out of my band: Cf. 10 :9. The 
emphasis is interesting since it indicates a sense of the apostate wor
ship of the people of Sam.aria, who could not rely on Yahweh's pro
tection as could those of Jerusalem. 

21. But they were silent: The issue is to be decided not by words, 
but by actions, so the silence of Hezekiah's officials lifts the con
troversy from the level of a disputation to that of a 'trial by events'. Who 
controls history, the king of Assyria or Yahweh? 

37: J. When Hezekiah beard it: The king's personal reaction of 
humble submission to God forms an important part of the theological 
structure. Hence the fact that be went into the house of the LoRD must 
be interpreted as a mark of his own piety and trust in God. The B2 

account introduces a prayer on the part of the king at this point (37 : 1 5-
20). Hezekiah's turning to God, and his acts of contrition and mourn
ing, serve to demonstrate his personal weakness when confronted by 
Sennacherib, and his willingness to submit totally to God. Possibly the 
author was also conscious that Isaiah had sharply rebuked the king for 
his folly in rebelling against Assyria, and so wished to make clear that 
Hezekiah had now fully repented from the folly of such an act. 

2. And he sent Eliakim ... to the prophet Isaiah: The role of 
Isaiah in the three narratives of chs. 36--39 is quite secondary. He acts as 
the mouthpiece of God to interpret his actions, but the focal point of the 
stories is more directly to be found in the king (and Yahweh himself) 
than in the prophet. 

3. children have come to birth, and there is no strength: This is 
evidently a proverbial expression, which is used here to highlight the 
weakened condition of Judah. 
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4. It may be that the LORD your God heard the words: Yahweh had 
clearly been blasphemed by what had been said, so he could certainly be 
looked to in the hope that he would act to vindicate his name, a type of 
appeal familiar in psalms of lamentation. Cf. Ps. 10: 1ff. lift up your 
prayer for the remnant that is left. This displays an interesting de
velopment of the remnant theme from 7: 3 in which Jersualem is 
interpreted as the remnant oflsrael. Cf. further 37 : 30-32. 

7. Behold, I will put a spirit in him, so that he shall hear a rumour: 
There is nothing dramatically miraculous, in the popular sense, about 
the way in which Sennacherib is thwarted from taking Jerusalem, 
according to the account B 1• Nor is this significantly true of B2

, save in 
the one striking assertion of 37: 36. Whether the author had available a 
tradition which showed that Sennacherib had been influenced in his 
dealings with Jerusalem by a report ofaction from Egypt, or elsewhere, 
is quite unclear. Most likely this seemed a plausible explanation of why 
Jerusalem had not suffered the same fate as Lachish and other towns of 
Judah. and I will make him fall by the sword in his own land: This 
points forward to the conclusion recorded in v. 38. Sennacherib's death 
did not in fact take place in 682, some considerable interval after the 
attack on Jerusalem. 

8. The Rabshakeh returned: After the capture of Lachish Sen
nacherib's camp had moved to Libnah, the precise location of which is 
uncertain. 

9. Now the king had heard concerning Tirhakah king of Ethiopia: 
This Tirhakah did not become ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt until 
690/689. He could not have been king in 701 therefore. However, he 
may well have participated in action against the Assyrians at this 
period, so that it would be an understandable assumption to describe 
him by his later title. For Tirhakah, cf. K. A. Kitchen, The Third 
Intermediate Period in Egypt (11oo--650 BC), Warminster, 1973, pp. 
154-72, 387-93; J. M. A. Janssen, Biblica 34 (1953), pp. 23-43. The 
reference to a move from the Egyptian side against Assyria most 
probably reflects a knowledge of the battle at Eltekeh in which the 
Egyptians were defeated. It is not clear that any subsequent Egyptian 
action took place in 701, and, from the Assyrian records, their defeat 
had already occurred when Sennacherib began to prepare for the siege 
of Jerusalem. 
And when he heard it, he sent messengers to Hezekiah: Instead of 
heard (Heb. wayyisma"), LXX and the counterpart in 2 Kg. 19: 19 read 
'and he turned back' (Heb. wayyasol2), which is certainly original. The 
text here marks the beginning of the B2 account, which extends as far 
as v. 36. In large measure it runs parallel in structure and character to 
B 1• Instead of a speech by the Rabshakeh, Sennacherib makes his 
boast by means of a letter sent to Hezekiah. The B2 account also has 
more extended citation of prophecies ascribed to Isaiah. As the 
combined narrative now reads it appears that the B2 account reports a 
subsequent series of negotiations between Sennacherib and 
Hezekiah, but it is evident from an examination of the structure of the 
two accounts that they are basically parallel reports of a single con-
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frontation. The existence of the two accounts therefore (B 1 and B2) 

cannot be said to strengthen the case for arguing that Sennacherib 
subsequently reneged on his acceptance of Hezekiah's surrender (2 
Kg. 18: 13-16), or mounted a second campaign against Judah at a later 
time. 

10. Thus you shall speak to Hezekiah: For the arrogant boasting 
of the Assyrian king and the highly theological form of his ultimatum 
to Hezekiah, see above on 36: 14, 18. It is evident that 10: 8f. has 
provided a basic source for the presentation. 

11. Behold, you have heard what the kings of Assyria have done 
to all lands: The recounting of Assyrian achievements appears to 
reflect quite reliably the bombastic note that characterised their 
official Annals. Whether it also accurately reports their attitude in 
negotiations can only be surmised, but may well be correct. And shall 
you be delivered: The singling out of Jerusalem in this way is a very 
marked feature of both the B1 and B2 accounts. The point is made that 
no other city had escaped from the grip of the Assyrian king in the way 
that Jerusalem did. Although this has led to a considerable theo
logical heightening of the historical picture, it was basically a true 
one, especially when viewed in the retrospect of more than half a 
century. The reason for this special divine protection of Jerusalem is 
given in v. 35. 

12. Have the gods of the nations delivered them: By such a ques
tion the historical issue is turned into a theological one, concerning 
the identity of the true God. 

13. Where is the king ofHamath: With this verse the belief in the 
unique character of the divine support for the Davi die kings of J erusa
lem is brought into the discussion. It is not simply 'Which nation?', 
or 'Which god?', but 'Which king?' which will affect the determina
tion of events. 

15. And Hezekiah prayed to the LORD: The prayer which follows 
in vv. 16-20 bears a stamp and character which are very markedly 
Deuteronomic. At other great turning-points in the history of Israel 
the authors of the Deuteronomic History (DtrG) introduce prayers 
spoken by kings. Cf. 2 Sam. 7: 18-29 (David) and I Kg. 8 :23-53 
(Solomon). The use of a prayer at such a point in the account greatly 
strengthens the theological interpretation relating to the situation 
described. 

17. Incline thy ear, 0 LORD, and hear: God himself had been 
mocked by the claims inherent in the Rabshakeh's speech, so he is 
here invited to defend himself. Both the political and military founda
tions of Hezekiah's defence had collapsed. Now there remained only 
the theological defence that Yahweh his God was alone the true God 
of all nations. 

18. the kings of Assyria have laid waste all the nations: 1Qisa 
omits and their lands. Once again the historical fact of the unchecked 
might of Assyria provides the background to the startling fact that 
Jerusalem alone appeared to have escaped such a fate. 

19. and have cast their gods into the fire: The Assyrians did not 
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normally actively suppress the religions of subject states. Cf. M. 
Cogan, Imperialism and Religion, Assyria, Judah and Israel in the 
Eighth and Seventh Centuries B.C.E. (SBL Monograph Series 19), 
Missoula, 1974, pp. 15ff. However, they did claim that their enemies' 
gods had abandoned them, and the author's point here is that the very 
defeat of the nations who worshipped them had discredited the gods 
themselves. 

20. that all the kingdoms of the earth may know: The formula 
that ... may know becomes a prominent literary formulation, 
popular in the exilic and early post-exilic age as the 'Recognition 
Formula'. Cf. W. Zimmerli, Erkenntnis Gottes nach dem Buche 
Ezekiel (AT ANT 27), Zurich, 1954, pp. 16ff. 
that thou alone art the LORD: Read, with 1Qls 2 and 2 Kg. 19: 19, 
'that thou alone, 0 LORD, art God'. 

21. Then Isaiah ... sent to Hezekiah: Isaiah figures rather more 
prominently in the B2 account than he does in B1• Both accounts 
report a surprisingly indirect manner of communication between 
Isaiah and Hezekiah in which they do not actually meet. Because you 
have prayed to me: LXX adds 'I have heard'. As Kaiser notes, it be
comes evident on examination that the B2 account did not originally 
contain the oracle of vv. 22-32, which has been interpolated subse
quently. Thus we may deduce that the narrative originally disclosed 
what Isaiah had to say to the king in vv. 33-35. The message is clear 
and concise: Sennacherib would not lay siege to Jerusalem, nor 
attack, but would return home 'by the way that he came'. All of this 
represents a substantially factual knowledge of what took place in 701. 
Hezekiah surrendered before a full siege was enforced, although 
Sennacherib began preparations for one. What is 'foretold' in Isaiah's 
original prophecy is therefore a highly onesided, but basically factual, 
report of how Jerusalem was spared in 701. The important point 
omitted is that Hezekiah surrendered and paid a heavy indemnity to 
save his capital. 

22. this is the word that the LORD has spoken: Alongside the 
original prophecy recounted in the narrative (vv. 33-35), two further 
prophecies have been interpolated. The first of these is addressed to 
Sennacherib (not to Hezekiah) and extends from v. 22 to v. 29. The 
second interpolation (vv. 30-32) is addressed directly to Hezekiah. 
Both additions must have been made not long after the time of com
position of the original narrative, but possibly after B1 had been com
bined with B2 • The whole of this first interpolation contains essenti
ally the same message as that of the original prophecy, but elaborated 
in a more extensive poetic form (see especially v 29). She despises 
you, she scorns you: I.e. the city of Jerusalem, pictured as a young 
woman of spirit and courage, in elaboration of the metaphor of the 
city as the virgin daughter of Zion. The unwelcome advances made to 
her by Sennacherib are sharply rebuffed. There are certainly a number 
of similarities of style between the language of vv. 22-29 and that of 
chs. 40-55, but it seems unlikely that the time of composition for 
these verses can have been as late as the Babylonian exile. 
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23. Whom have you mocked and reviled: Once again the theo
logical element in the threat to Jerusalem, and its deliverance from 
Sennacherib, is prominently brought out. It is not simply a historical 
event that is the subject, but a theological interpretation of it which is 
intended to demonstrate the unique power of Yahweh the God of 
Jerusalem. 

24. I have gone up the heights: The image of Assyria as a fruitful 
forest is used in 10: 18f. to tell its downfall. Since this is part of the 
Josianic Redaction it may well have suggested the imagery here. I 
felled ... I came: Reading the past tense with LXX. 

25. I dug wells and drank waters: IQls" adds 'of foreign lands'. Cf. 2 
Kg. 19: 24. I dried up ... all the streams of Egypt: The claim is 
certainly a poetic hyperbole, apparently designed to put into the 
mouth of the king of Assyria a claim which only a god could perform. 
Cf. Isa. 51 : 10; Exod. 7: 17-24; 14: 21-25. 

26. that I determined it long ago: I.e. the Assyrian conquests were 
simply the outworking of Yahweh's plan which he had determined 
long before. The argument is in accord with the claim of Isa. 10 : 5 that 
Assyria is simply a rod in the hand of God. crash into heaps of ruins: 
The Heb. is obscure and IQls" reads 'rubble' (Heb. ne~orim). 

27. blighted before it is grown: Better, 'blasted before the east 
wind', with rQis"; cf. HTOT, p. 188. The image is the quite pictur
esque one of grass growing on housetops which has insufficient 
depth of soil to survive when the hot east wind comes. 

28. I know your sitting down: Better, with rQis" 'your rising up 
and sitting down'. 

29. Because you have raged against me: These words are omitted 
in rQis" and should be deleted as a variant of the last line ofv. 29. I 
will put my hook in your nose: I.e. like a wild animal that has been 
captured (cf. Ezek. 19: 4), although possibly also reflecting the cruel 
treatment of prisoners of war by the Assyrians (cf. also Ezek. 38 : 4). 
and I will turn you back: Cf. below v. 34. Sennacherib's returning 
home without success is seen as a mark of poetic justice in that, for all 
his arrogant boasting, the king of Assyria was entirely under the hand 
of Yahweh, the God ofisrael. 

30. And this shall be the sign for you: V. 30 begins a second 
interpolation, evidently made after the first, which is addressed to 
Hezekiah, rather than to the king of Assyria. Vv. 30-31 must 
originally have formed an independent saying, and v. 32, with its 
reference to the 'remnant', a further appendage to this. Both parts of 
the prophecy represent exegetical developments of the Isaianic pro
phecy concerning Shear-jashub--the Remnant who returns-in 7: 3. 
We may compare also Io: 20-23. For the significance of a sign, see 
above on 7: II. The sign here is a relatively simple one: the processes 
of agriculture, so adversely affected by the Assyrian ravaging of the 
countryside, will be overcome within three years, and this will then 
serve as a sign of the restoration of the community. Very probably vv. 
30-32 have been added after 598, and almost certainly before 587 BC. 

3I. And the surviving remnant of the house of Judah: Although 
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the situation envisaged is that which developed after 701, it seems 
likely that the author here has been influenced by his knowledge of 
what transpired after 598 (see further below on eh. 39). For the 
development of the idea of a remnant, it is noticeable here that it is 
specifically applied to Judah. 

32. for out of Jerusalem shall go forth a remnant: The saying 
reads like a fixed doctrine as a result of its direct impersonal formula
tion. It may come from a different hand from vv. 30--31, but un
doubtedly from a similar time, between 598 and 587. Soon after 587 
the idea of the remnant came to be applied to the Babylonian exiles; 
cf. II: 16. 

33. He shall not come into this city, or shoot an arrow there: Vv. 
33-35 mark the original 'prophecy' which resumes from v. 21. The 
'message' is a post eventum reflection on what took place in 701, but 
adheres reasonably closely to the external facts of the situation then. 
It says nothing about the miraculous destruction of the Assyrian 
army, which is subsequently reported in v. 36. 

34. By the way that he came: Cf. v. 29 for a similar sense of poetic 
justice in the failure of Sennacherib's arrogant boasting to fulfil its 
claims. 

35. For I will defend this city to save it: God's affirmation that he 
will protect Jerusalem brings out a central theological feature which 
governs the author's entire approach to what he has described. God is 
in a very special relationship to the Davidic dynasty, and he has 
established his own temple in Jerusalem. These two factors mean that 
he will not allow Jerusalem to be treated like other cities, but will 
instead assert his own will to protect. Jerusalem and its king, there
fore, are the subjects ofa very special providence. 

36. And the angel of the LORD went forth: The angel of the 
LORD represents God himself in his direct activity on earth. Cf. R. 
Fickner, THAT, I, cols. 904f. The work of the angel of the LORD, 
therefore, is a mark of God's own personal action, and nothing is said 
concerning a plague among the Assyrian soldiers or the hearing of a 
rumour of Egyptian military activity. It is entirely unsatisfactory to 
attempt to explain the reference here as a shorthand way of referring 
to some natural disaster. Rather, the belief that such a miraculous 
destruction of the Assyrian army took place outside Jerusalem must 
be a direct reflection into the historical narrative of the belief that 
Yahweh would overthrow the Assyrians by his own hand (cf. especially 
29: 6; 31 : 8). Originally the J osianic Redaction of Isaiah's prophecies 
had foretold that a remarkable and overwhelming destruction of the 
Assyrian power would be inflicted by Yahweh. This was initially in the 
(near) future, according to the Josianic Redaction, but it appears that 
this belief has been allowed to reflect back upon 701 to foster the idea that 
what took place then was a part of such a defeat by the hand of Yahweh. 
The verse here stands quite isolated, even in the B2 account, which 
otherwise only expects Sennacherib to be sent home without conquer
ing Jerusalem (vv. 29, 34). It is very possible that this verse did not 
belong even in the original B2 account, but has been added subsequent 
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to the combining ofB 1 with B2

• Certainly its literary isolation shows 
fully that it cannot be used as evidence for a second attempt by 
Sennacherib upon Jerusalem in which some untoward misfortune to 
his army prevented his capturing the city. 

37. Then Sennacherib king of Assyria departed: This and the 
following verse form the conclusion of the B1 account, which was 
broken off at v. 9a. The historical perspective is foreshortened since, 
after departing from Judah, Sennacherib reigned a further twenty 
years. However, from the perspective of the author of the B1 account, 
Sennacherib's failure to take and destroy Jerusalem fully substanti
ated the theological point that he wished to make that Yahweh was in 
control of the events of history, and was using the Assyrians as his 
tool. 

38. And as he was worshipping in the house of Nisroch his god: 
The final end of Sennacherib, and the unseemly circumstances sur
rounding it, all appeared as a fitting judgment upon such a tyrant. The 
name of the deity Nisroch has so far defied satisfactory explanation. 
BHS suggests emending either to Nimrod (Ninurta) or to Merodach 
(Marduk), the name of the great god of Babylon, but neither sugges
tion is accepted by R. Borger in BHH, II, col. 1316. The murder of 
Sennacherib is referred to in the Annals of Ashurbanipal (cf. ANET, 
p. 288), with a mysterious allusion to his being crushed by the statues 
of protective deities. The year of his death was 681 BC. And Esarhad
don his son reigned in his stead: This ruler, according to Ezr. 4: 2, was 
responsible for introducing a large element of alien population into the 
territory of the old Northern Kingdom of Israel, and presumably in
flicting corresponding deportations on the indigenous population of 
that country. 

HEZEKIAH'S SICKNESS AND RECOVERY 

38:1-22 
This account of Hezekiah's sickness and recovery is taken from 2 Kg. 
20: I-I I. However, some changes have been made, notably by the 
introduction of a psalm of thanksgiving in vv. 9-20, in which 
Hezekiah looks back upon his closeness to death and gives thanks to 
God for his deliverance. The assisting of the recovery by Isaiah, with 
the treatment consisting of the application ofa cake of figs to a boil (v. 
21) occurs between vv. 6 and 7 in the 2 Kg. account. NEB has conse
quently transposed the reference to this earlier position. As a result of 
the relegation of the account of the healing to a later point, Hezekiah's 
question about a sign (v. 22) comes too late, and must quite properly 
be understood to belong before v. 7. Almost certainly the reason for 
this alteration is to be found in the assumption that in the original 
text of Isa. 38, neither vv. 21 or 22 were at first a part of the text, but 
have subsequently been restored by a redactor at the wrong place. 

There are certain features of the narrative forming the basis of the 
chapter which are comparable to prophetic sign- or miracle-stories, 
such as are told about Elisha. Cf. 2 Kg. 2: 19--25; 4: 1-44. The sign 
that the healing will be effected is itself of a miraculous nature, con-
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sis ting of the going back of the shadow of the sun on the steps leading 
to an upper room (or perhaps a sundial?). The action of the prophet in 
applying a cake of figs to a boil, which is not otherwise mentioned as 
the nature of the illness, must be understood as a form of medical 
treatment, and not a sign in the true sense. It seems very doubtful 
whether either feature had more than a loose association with the 
prophet Isaiah. Rather, it appears likely that the sign-story was a 
popular legend about a prophet, which became linked with Isaiah, and 
thereby with the story of Hezekiah's sickness and recovery. This 
illness must represent the kernel of fact in the story, and the re
mainder has been built up from this in two stages. First, the king's 
recovery has been interpreted as a mark of his devotion and piety, and 
this in turn has become associated with the deliverance of Jerusalem 
from Sennacherib in 701 BC (see below on vv. I and 6). The king's 
recovery was then seen as a further confirmation of the belief that 
Yahweh acted out of a special regard for David and his dynasty (v. 5; 
cf. 37: 35). When the story had been developed this far the simple 
inference was drawn that the prophet who had foretold the king's 
recovery was Isaiah because of his known connection with Hezekiah 
and the events of 701. Properly, therefore, the narrative is a story 
illustrating the piety and blessedness of a good king, and must be 
compared with the genre of the royal N ovelle. The fact that the editor 
who has added to it the story of Jerusalem's deliverance in 701 saw it 
as shedding some light on this event is significant. It comes to form 
the second of the trilogy of Isaiah narratives, which could more accu
rately be described as 'Hezekiah' narratives, and is, like the third such 
story (Isa. 39), intended to illuminate the major narrative dealing with 
Jerusalem's deliverance. From this it is not difficult to determine 
what the author's intention was, for throughout the emphasis is upon 
Hezekiah's remarkable piety (see especially v. 3). By drawing atten
tion to this the author has served to modify the very strong note of 
assurance present in the assertion of 37:35. That God will protect 
Jerusalem 'for the sake of his servant David' is shown to apply only 
when the king is a loyal and obedient servant, such as Hezekiah is 
portrayed. Most probably, therefore, we should infer that this story 
has been added to that of Jerusalem's deliverance at a time when the 
high confidence which permeates that story was being set in question. 
An origin, in its present form, during Jehoiakim's reign (6o9-598 BC), 
or even during that of Zedekiah (598-587) seems most probable. 

38: 1. In those days Hezekiah became sick: The time reference is 
rather vague, and it is v. 6 which explicitly links the recovery of 
Hezekiah from his illness with the deliverance of Jerusalem from 
Sennacherib. Evidently the author has seen a connection between the 
two events, but not to the point of regarding them as more than 
roughly contemporaneous. And Isaiah the prophet ... came to him: 
The direct intervention of the prophet with such a sombre message is 
unexpected, and quite striking. Within the story the fact that 
Hezekiah's death had been foretold, but was subsequently replaced by 
a promise of a further fifteen years of life, serves to show that God had 
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acknowledged the pious king's prayer and act of submission. For a 
similar threatening intervention by a prophet, we may compare I Kg. 
21: 19, 21. The whole account is scarcely historically reliable, but 
nevertheless reveals very vividly the Israelite conception of provi
dence in relation to prayer and prophecy. Even the 'true' prophecies of 
such a figure as Isaiah did not announce an irreversible fate. Rather, 
they remained themselves subject to the openness of history to the 
personal will of God. 

2. Then Hezekiah turned his face to the wall: I.e. he turned away 
from life to commune with God. 

3. Remember ... how I have walked before thee in faithfulness: 
The prayer is very remarkable since it contains no element of peni
tence, nor of remonstrance with God. Hezekiah submits totally to the 
divine will which has been disclosed to him by Isaiah. The author's 
emphasis is clear: to show that Hezekiah was a pious and obedient 
servant of God, who had nothing to repent of, even when faced with 
the prospect of his own imminent death. The king simply reminds 
God of the faithfulness in which his life had been lived. By showing 
such exemplary piety on the part of the king, the author makes plain 
that the subsequent recovery from illness was no ordinary act of pro
vidence. So similarly, the deliverance of Jerusalem from Sennacherib 
(v. 6) was no ordinary act of divine protection for the city, but a very 
special one appropriate to such a godly ruler. By such means he 
expresses consciousness that the assurance implicit in the narratives 
of chs. 36-37 (especially 37: 35) was not one that would always apply. 
We may contrast the same generalised note of assurance in the J osianic 
Redaction (29 : 7). 

5. Go and say to Hezekiah ... I have heard your prayer: The 
form which the prophet's message takes is interesting, and corre
sponds to what J. Begrich has identified as the 'oracle of assurance' 
(Ger. Heilsorakel; cf. J. Begrich, Gesammelte Studien zum Alten 
Testament, ed. W. Zimmerli (TB 21), Munich, 1964, pp. 217-31. The 
reference to the God of David your father draws out once again an 
awareness of the special relationship which was believed to exist 
between Yahweh and the Davidic dynasty, and which forms a central 
feature in the explanation of why Jerusalem was saved in 701. I have 
heard your prayer, I have seen your tears: The words must be re
garded as a stereotyped formula common to such oracles of assurance. 
I will add fifteen years to your life: The date appears to have been 
calculated on the assumption that Hezekiah reigned twenty-nine years 
(2 Kg. 18 :2), and that the deliverance of Jerusalem took place in his 
fourteenth year (2 Kg. 18: 13 = Isa. 36: I). The reference here has 
assumed that the illness occurred at the same time as Sennacherib's 
threat to Jerusalem, but does not provide any independent evidence 
for this. 

6. I will deliver you and this city: The reference to the Assyrian 
threat comes entirely unanticipated, and reveals how the author has 
linked the protection ofJerusalem with the healing of the king. 

7. This is the sign to you from the LoRD: The prophet's an-
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nouncement of a sign follows the king's request for one, which has 
now become misplaced and is to be found in v. 22. For the character of 
a sign (Heb. '&) as a confirmation that a prophetic word would be 
fulfilled see above on 7 : I I . 

8. Behold, I will make the shadow: Many commentators, in com
pany with the RSV translators, have accepted that the sign was to take 
place on a specially constructed sundial (hence RSV reads dial for 
Heb. 'steps') in the palace courtyard. This may have been the case, but 
it is not a necessary inference, and the Heb. ma'aloJ means simply 
'steps'. It would then refer to an outside staircase leading to a balcony 
or upper room. Instead of the normal course of the shadow declining 
as the day lengthened, it was to go back ten steps. For RSV's render
ing cast by the declining sun, cf. BHS. The legendary character of 
the story defies clear explanation as to its origin, and it would be 
gratuitous to attempt any association with an eclipse of the sun 
(calculated to have taken place on I 1th January 689 BC). The idea of 
such a miraculous 'sign' is probably much older than its connection 
with the story here, or with Isaiah, although the latter's use of such 
'signs' may have encouraged the association. The 'miraculous' heal
ing of the king has been embellished to the extent of acquiring a 
'miraculous' sign to support it. The Heb. is obscure at several points, 
and both RSV and NEB are forced into reconstructing the original 
intended sense. 

9. A writing of Hezekiah: The title writing (Heb. miktab.) may be a 
scribal error for mi~tam, perhaps meaning 'lament psalm', but S. 
Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel's Worship, ET by D.R. Ap-Thomas, 
Oxford, 1962, II, p. 42, would retain mi~tab. meaning 'inscription'. It 
is very improbable that the psalm, which does not appear in the 
original narrative of 2 Kg., was actually composed by Hezekiah, since 
it contains no specific details that would relate personally to the king. 
It is a typical psalm of thanksgiving for recovery from illness which 
the author, or possibly a later editor, has introduced at this point 
because of its general appropriateness. after he had been sick: 
Although the psalm contains many expressions of lamentation, the 
triumphant note of assurance in vv. 19 and 20 shows that the time for 
such lamenting was past when the psalm was intended to be sung. It 
evocatively reflects back on the distress in order to emphasise the 
sense of the renewal of salvation that came with recovery from illness. 

10. In the noontide of my days: Literally 'half of my days', which 
NEB would capture with its 'in the prime of life'. Death itself, and 
with that a descent to Sheol, would come anyway, but it was the 
anguish of premature death that was felt as such a cruel fate. 

II. I shall not see the LORD: For LORD Heb. has yah, yah, but 
there can be no doubt that the fuller form of the divine name is to be 
restored with LXX and two Heb. MSS. The verse specifically refers to the 
fact that death would rob the speaker of any further opportunity to 
worship Yahweh in the temple. Cf. Pss. 42 : 5; 43 : 34. 'Seeing God' was 
to worship him in a sanctuary. The inhabitants of the world: Reading 
}Jele4. (world) instead of }Je4.el ('cessation'); cf. BHS. 
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12. My dwelling is plucked up: The imminence of death is de
scribed with the aid of two telling metaphors: that of a tent being 
pulled up and of a piece of cloth suddenly cut off from the loom, once 
it is finished (cf. NEB's rendering). The images are of objects which 
suddenly disappear from their expected place. I have rolled up my 
life: Better, 'thou hast cut short my life', reading sippartii. Cf. rQis" and 
HTOT, p. 189. thou dost bring me to an end: The Heb. is obscure 
and NEB suggests 'thou tormentest me'. Cf. G. R. Driver, JSS 13 
(1968), p. 56. 

13. I cry for help: The Heb. has 'I wait', and RSV rests on an 
emendation to siwwa'.J.i. rQis" reads sapp61i, which NEB takes as 'I am 
racked with pain'. thou dost bring me to an end: Once again NEB 
renders as 'thou tormentest me', as in v. 12. 

14. Like a swallow or a crane: For crane, NEB margin suggests 
'wryneck'; but in any case we should omit the alternative bird name 
with LXX. My eyes are weary with looking upward: The Heb. is very 
obscure and J. Begrich, Der Psalm des Hiskia (FRLANT 42), 
Gottingen, 1926, pp. 51f., emends are weary (Heb. dallu) to 'grow 
faint' (Heb. kiilu). with looking upward is literally 'to the height'; i.e. 
looking to heaven (or to the temple?). 

15. But what can I say: Once again the sense is difficult, and we 
should probably emend For he has spoken to me to 'that I might 
speak (to him)'. Cf. BHS. The words he himself has done it mean that 
God is assumed to be the cause of the illness as was taken to be true of 
all illnesses. Cf. Job 2: 10. All my sleep has fled: NEE renders as 'I 
wander to and fro all my life long', which requires only a minor 
emendation of the Heb., based on rQis". However, it scarcely makes a 
very much better sense in this context. The text of vv. 15-17 is 
seriously disturbed, and a wide range of emendations have been pro
posed, as is shown by BHS and J. Begrich, op.cit., p. 52. Even so, 
little confidence can be placed in the proposed restorations. 

16. 0 Lord, by these things men live: The Heb. is unintelligible 
and RSV is an attempt at a literal translation. For NEB's rendering 
'Yet, 0 Lord, my soul shall live with thee', cf. HTOT, p. 189. 

17. Lo, it was for my welfare: Better. 'Bitterness has been mine, 
instead of prosperity'; cf. NEB, and reading the preposition l in the 
sense of 'instead of.' but thou hast held back my life: The clause 
introduces a change of perspective in which the worshipper reveals 
that all his troubles are now in the past, and that he has experienced a 
recovery which he can attribute to the love of God. for thou hast cast 
all my sins: The assertion reveals the intimate connection which was 
believed to exist between sin and disease, so that the worshipper 
could readily assume that his being ill implied that he had in some 
way sinned against God. This was so, even when it was not clear 
exactly what his sin may have been. 

18. For Sheol cannot thank thee: I.e. those who are dead have no 
further opportunity of thanking God, so that, by his premature death, 
the speaker would have ceased to be among God's worshippers who 
could offer thanks to him. for thy faithfulness: Literally 'truth'. The 
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reference is to a demonstration on God's part that he had shown 
regard for the loyalty and trust of those who worshipped him, and had 
heard their cries. 

19. The living, the living, he thanks thee: The joyous sense of 
exultation at recovery from illness reverberates out as the worshipper 
expresses publicly his sense of indebtedness to God. It is God who 
has healed him, so that every other worshipper who hears the psalm 
of thanksgiving is encouraged to trust in him on the strength of the 
testimony that this brings. 

20. The LORD will save me: Better, 'is at hand to save me', since 
the sense is not that deliverance is still to come, but that every confi
dence now exists for accepting that God can always be relied upon to 
save those who trust in him. 

21. Now Isaiah had said: The notice ofa very simple aid to healing 
in the form of a compress of figs belongs after v. 6, as the parallel in 2 

Kg. 19:7 shows. Cf. the transposition in NEB. The use of various 
simple forms of medical treatment as a means of assisting recovery 
was clearly not ruled out by the more fundamental belief that healing 
and recovery could come only from God. Almost certainly the redactor 
who carried over the story into the book of Isaiah from 2 Kings 
omitted the reference, but a later editor has restored it. 

22. Hezekiah also had said: This properly belongs before v. 7 (cf. 
NEB) and has become dislocated as a consequence of the earlier 
omission oflsaiah's instruction regarding the cake of figs. 

THE AMBASSADORS FROM BABYLON 

39: 1-8 

The narrative which brings to a close the series of accounts in which 
the prophet Isaiah was involved with Hezekiah has been taken over, 
along with the previous two narratives, from the Second Book of 
Kings. Its original form, therefore, is to be found in 2 Kg. 20: 12-19, 
and there are only minor changes in the 'lsaianic' version. It concerns 
the visit to Jerusalem made by envoys from the Babylonian ruler 
Merodach-baladan (Marduk-apla-Idinna). Thematically, however, its 
purpose and character is quite clear: it is intended to explain why the 
miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem, so vividly portrayed in respect 
of the events of 701 when the Assyrian armies threatened the city, was 
not repeated in respect of the Babylonian threat in 598. There can be 
no question, therefore, that the date of composition of the present 
narrative is after 598, and that it has been quite consciously composed 
to serve as an apologia for the painful experience which Judah and 
Jerusalem received in that year. This explains a feature of the account 
which is immediately striking in that, although it now appears after 
the story of Jerusalem's deliverance from Sennacherib, it must relate 
to an incident which took place before this. Cf. P. R. Ackroyd, SJT 27 
(1974), pp. 329-52, and my essay in Studies in Ancient Narrative and 
HistorioQraphy (I. L. Seeligman Anniversary Volume), ed. A. Rofe 
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and Y. Zakovitch, Jerusalem, 1979. Further discussion is to be found 
in my study, Isaiah and the Deliverance of Jerusalem. 

Merodach-baladan occupied the throne of Babylon in 721-710 BC, 
but was then forced to flee from the city. He subsequently returned 
and helped to foment further rebellion against his Assyrian overlords 
in 703. There is no independent confirmation of the sending of 
envoys to Jerusalem, but it can most probably be dated in the year 703, 
when it occurred as a part of the plan to co-ordinate the withdrawal of 
allegiance to Assyria. An alternative date would be earlier, in the 
period 713-711, at the time of the Ashdodite rebellion against Assyria. 
It can hardly have taken place after 701 on any reckoning, and has been 
placed in its present position for a theological rather than a historical 
reason. Like the narrative concerning Hezekiah's sickness it offers a 
modification and toning down of the high doctrine of assurance for 
Jerusalem which underlies the present account of how the city was 
delivered in 701. It is concerned to show that, already in Hezekiah's 
time, events had taken place which had determined long in advance 
that a similar protection would not be afforded against the Babylonians. 

So far as the date of the narrative is concerned, one point is of 
overriding significance. This is that v. 6 describes the carrying-off to 
Babylon of all the treasures of Jerusalem and must be a reference to 
what took place in 598 BC. More strikingly still, nothing at all is said 
about the destruction of the temple or the ending of the rule of the 
Davidic dynasty in Judah. Both of these events occurred with the 
second Babylonian attack on Jerusalem in 587, and were quite clearly 
concerned with institutions which mattered very greatly indeed to the 
circles from which the three 'Isaiah' narratives have come. These were 
themselves closely connected with the authors of the Deuteronomic 
History, as can be seen by the many similarities of theological outlook 
and vocabulary. We must conclude, therefore, that the present narra
tive dealing with the Babylonian envoys was written after 598, but 
before 587 BC. The prophecy concerning the carrying-off of the 
treasures of Jerusalem to Babylon has been composed post eventum, 
and is in reality an attempt at accommodating the harsh facts of 598 to 
the 'doctrine' of the promise of the divine protection of Jerusalem 
given in the basic account of Jerusalem's deliverance in 701 BC (Isa. 
36--37). Overall, therefore, the story of the visit of the Babylonian 
envoys to Jerusalem is a further piece of narrative theology, designed 
to tone down the high doctrine of providence which emerged with the 
Josianic Redaction oflsaiah's prophecies. It endeavours to modify this 
belief, which related centrally to Jerusalem and the Davidic kingship, 
in the light of the experience of 598 without abandoning it altogether. 

39: 1. At that time Merodach-baladan: For. this Babylonian ruler, 
cf. R. Borger in BHH, II, col. n95. According to cuneiform sources, 
he was king of the land bit yakin, which was a region on the northern 
coast of the Persian gulf, and ruled in Babylon from 721 to 710 BC, 
when he was driven out by Sargon II. With Elamite assistance he 
briefly regained control of Babylon in 703, but was then forced to flee 
by Sennacherib. He died c. 695 BC. he heard that he had been sick: 
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The statement must be an inference drawn by the author from the fact 
that the story of eh. 38 was already coupled with that of Jerusalem's 
deliverance from Sennacherib, and has been used to provide a connec
ting link between all three stories. 

2. And Hezekiah welcomed them: The account of the arrival of the 
envoys in Jerusalem must relate to an actual event of Hezekiah's 
reign, most likely occurring in the period c. 703, when both Judah 
and Babylon shared a common enmity against Assyria. The author, 
writing after 598, now looks back bitterly on the aftermath of the 
friendship. The erstwhile friend had been turned into a bitter enemy. 
and he showed them his treasure house: The emphasis upon the 
royal treasures effectively reveals the post eventum nature of the pro
phecy which follows in vv. 6 and 7. The specific content of the penalty 
which Hezekiah would suffer at the hands of the Babylonians is given 
with considerable precision. At the same time, the action appears as a 
gesture of courtesy, and nothing of a distinctively 'sinful' nature 
appears in regard to it. All that can be deduced from the fact that Isaiah 
is said subsequently to have condemned the king's action is that the 
display of the treasures produced a bad result. There is a hint that the 
Babylonians coveted such treasures, but nothing to suggest that 
Hezekiah was guilty of any misplaced pride in his possession of them. 

3. Then Isaiah the prophet came to King Hezekiah: Having 
already described very fully the extent of the royal treasures in v. 2, 

the author proceeds to use the occasion of the interview of Isaiah with 
the king in order to bring out the fact that all the treasures were 
shown to the envoys. Quite evidently all were now destined to be lost, 
once the Babylonian envoys had cast a covetous eye upon them. 

5. Hear the word of the LoRD of hosts: The formula for the intro
duction of a prophetic message is adapted to suit a pronouncement 
couched in an impersonal form. The style of such a prophetic address 
was undoubtedly ancient, but has clearly been found very useful in 
narratives where God is spoken of in the third person. In this case the 
saying which follows consists entirely of a pronouncement regarding 
the fate of the royal treasures and future sons of the royal (Davidic) 
line, without offering any motive or explanation for the threat. The 
implied reason is 'because you have shown them these things', but 
nothing is said as to why this is wrong. Almost certainly the author 
himself felt puzzled by the -severity of the loss of the royal treasures 
and the deportation of the princes which took place in 598, and could 
offer no full explanation for such a disaster. 

6. Behold, the days are coming The 'prophecy' of Isaiah reflects 
quite accurately the humiliating terms of surrender imposed upon 
Jehoiachin in 598, as recounted in 2 Kg. 24: 10-17, especially v. 13, 
with its connecting hint with the narrative here 'as the LORD had 
foretold'. 

7. And some of your own sons: The term sons, of course, clearly 
included grandsons and other descendants. The reference is primarily 
to Jehoiachin's deportation and imprisonment in Babylon, but also to 
the other princes mentioned in 2 Kg. 24 : 14, who were taken with 
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him. For the subsequent hopes of a restoration of the Davidic 
monarchy through these sons a hint is given in the genealogy of I 

Chr. 3: 17. who are born to you: rQis" reads 'born from your loins' 
(Heb. mimme' eyka). The fact that nothing is said about the subsequent 
removal of the Davidic kingship from Jerusalem altogether, which 
took place in 587 BC, must indicate that this event had still not 
happened in the author's time, for it is scarcely credible that he would 
have failed to mention it, if it had. 

8. Then said Hezekiah: The reply of Hezekiah to the disturbing 
disclosure from Isaiah is strangely non-committal. The affirmation 
that the word of the LORD ... is good means no more than that it is a 
reliable message which can be taken to be assured. The king's 
acquiescence here contrasts interestingly with his unwillingness to 
accept the message of his own imminent death in 38 : I, and this 
would appear to have provided a reason for introducing a comment 
concerning what the king thought. For he thought, 'There will be 
peace and security in my days.': The comment appears to reflect 
adversely upon the king and to suggest a note of complacency and 
self-interest, which conflicts with the earlier emphasis upon his piety. 
However, it appears unlikely that this was the author's real intention, 
which was rather to explain why, since the coming threat from 
Babylon was known this far in advance, no acts of penitence and 
contrition had been offered to God to avert the disaster to the royal 
house. With such a grievous warning, and a pious submission to its 
words of censure, the first part of the book oflsaiah comes to a close. 
The prophecies which occupy the remainder of the book are then 
concerned with the Babylonian period, and with the hope of the restor
ation of the life and worship of Jews in Jerusalem which this brought. 
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arship and its reflections of the contemporary relevance of the 
biblical-t:ext. 
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The Old Testament editor of this series here offers his insights 
into the meaning of the first thirty-nine chapters of one of the 
best-known and most-loved books of the Old Testament. 

R. E. CLEMENTS was educated at Spurgeon's College, London, 
where he took his B.D. (London) degree, and at Christ's College, 
Cambridge, where he gained his B.A. and M.A. He received his 
Ph.D. from the University of Sheffield in 1961. Dr. Clements has 
been the minister at Baptist churches in Sheffield and Stratford
on-Avon. From 1960-1967 he lectured at New College, Ediµburgh, 
and is now Lecturer in Old Testament Studies at Cambridge Uni
versity. His previous books include: Abraham and David) Prophecy 
and Tradition) and A Century of Old Testament Study. 
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