Eschatology in Isaiah

I tell students that whenever they use the word eschatology they should wash their mouth out with soap, because it sounds like a technical term with a defined meaning but actually means different things to different people.  First, eschatology can refer to what happens to us as individuals when we die, to death and resurrection, judgment, heaven, and hell.  Isaiah has little to say about that beyond assuming with the rest of the OT that when we die, we all go to Sheol, the place of great leveling (14:9-11; 26:14; 38:10).  Second, it can refer to what happens to the world as a whole at the End, and again it can thus refer to resurrection and judgment, to heaven and hell.  Third, it can refer to the particular sequence of events that will take place towards the End: the return of Christ, the millennium, great tribulation, last great battle, and rapture, and the order in which these will come; here the categories of postmillennialism, premillennialism, dispensational premillennialism, and amillennialism become important, as do the political implications of eschatology, because in the USA “a key tenet of end-times theology is support of Israel and opposition to Israel’s enemies.”
  Fourth, it can refer to the destiny or fulfillment of the purpose for the world that God has been working towards from the beginning: not a separate series of events from all that has preceded, but a sequence of events that forms its logical end.  Perhaps it is in this connection that people sometimes say that creation is eschatological.
  Fifth, it can refer to the way the End comes to be part of life now, the sense in which the End has already come.  Isaiah has much to say about this.  When people want  to refer to the idea of God reigning in situations that seem to belie it, they can sometimes speak of this as an eschatological understanding, and this may related to that notion.
 

Jerusalem’s Destiny At Last Realized

Etymologically, eschatology is the study of what comes last, and I am inclined simply to use the word “End,” which has the advantage of not sounding like a technical term.  It is also a word that the prophets use to refer to Yhwh’s decisive act in Israel’s history (e.g., Amos 8:2), though ironically it does not come with this meaning in Isaiah.  In referring to an end, Isaiah says only that there will be no end, no end of shalom, when describing the reign of the king announced in 9:1-7.

Yet the Greek word eschatos, “last,” from which we derive the word eschatology, does sometimes appear in the Septuagint and the other early Greek translations of Isaiah.
  It first comes in 2:2-4 in introducing something that will happen “in the last days,” as TNIV also translates it.   Admittedly this is a loose translation for an expression which means more literally “in the latter part of the days” or “in the aftermath of the days,” and is thus a slightly enigmatic phrase; NRSV has “in days to come.”  TNIV thus sounds rather specific, NRSV rather vague, and the right understanding perhaps lies somewhere between them.
  We have to work out from the context what it refers to.  Here the vision offers a contrast with the first chapter of the book.  Judah has been invaded and Jerusalem has only narrowly avoided being captured, and they have deserved their disasters.  Their people are enthusiastic about their worship, love joining in praise and prayer, and are generous in their giving.  But there is a mismatch between their worship and their lives outside worship.  They tolerate people taking advantage of the vulnerable.  The city that was (or was supposed to be) trustworthy and faithful has become promiscuous and murderous.  But Yhwh is not finished with it and intends to purge out the slag and make it what it was supposed to be.
An exotic vision of how things will be when Yhwh acts even more spectacularly for Jerusalem follows from that. 
The mountain of Yahweh’s house will become established


at the top of the mountains; it will rise up above the hills

All the nations will stream to it


and many peoples will come and say,

Come on, let’s go up to Yahweh’s house, 

to the house of Jacob’s God,

So that he may teach us of his ways, 

so that we may walk in his paths.

Because teaching [torah] will come out from Zion, 

Yahweh’s word from Jerusalem.

He will decide among the nations, 

arbitrate for many peoples.

They will beat their swords into ploughtips, 

their spears into pruning hooks.

Nation will not raise sword against nation; 

they will no longer learn war.  (2:2-4)

Yhwh will do something extraordinary and miraculous to turn Zion into a place to which nations will stream (and/or at which they will be radiant; the verb is ambiguous).  The unimpressive hill of Zion will become a towering peak that will draw the nations with the desire to learn from Israel how to walk in its God’s ways.  Presumably that is a figure of speech rather than a declaration about a geophysical change in the mountain ranges in the Middle East; there is no reason why such a geophysical change should appeal to the nations in that way.  Through their streaming to Zion, they will find themselves submitting to Yhwh’s authority instead of fighting to impose their will on one another.  Yhwh will make the decisions between nations that usually go to war with one another.  They will therefore be able to recycle their weapons instead of spending a huge proportion of their GNP on war.  
It is when Yhwh acts to draw the nations to Jerusalem that this will happen.  One can see the link (by contrast) between this vision and the situation in Jerusalem that has been described; the vision is extraordinarily good news for anyone discouraged by the actual state of Jerusalem.  One can also see the link (by comparison) with earlier statements of Yhwh’s purpose.  From the Beginning in Gen 12:1-3, Yhwh’s purpose in choosing Israel’s ancestor was to draw the world to seek the blessing Yhwh promised to Abraham.  The vision in Isa 2:2-4 is a restatement of that intention.  It is consistently the case that what Yhwh intends to do at the End is formulated in light of the purpose Yhwh formulated back at the Beginning and in light of the way things are in the present. 

Judgment and Devastation
The first chapter or so in the Book of Isaiah introduces much of the dynamic of the entire book, with that contrast with how things are now and how they will be.  The chapters that follow first expound the nature of Judah’s rebelliousness and waywardness and Yhwh’s intentions about that (Isa 1 – 12) and then broaden the picture to speak of what Yhwh intends to do with the individual nations around (Isa 13 – 23) before chapters 24 – 27 extend the horizon much further, indeed extend it as far as it will go, geographically and temporally.  
They are not arranged in linear fashion; themes recur.  As a whole they suggest an end-times scenario overlapping with that in 2:2-4 but with a number of further features.  Yhwh will act in judgment on the whole earth and put down supernatural forces that work against the divine purpose.  Yhwh will invite all the peoples of the world to a great celebration and bring death to an end.  Yhwh will restore the honor of Israel itself, bring the nation back to life, gather its scattered people, and enable it to live in ongoing security, so that it brings forth fruit to fill the world.  
Isaiah 24 begins by speaking of “the earth” laid waste.
  It does not anchor its picture in a time or place (and thus we do not know when the chapters were written), but neither does it imply that this devastation will not come for two or three thousand years; it  describes this disaster as if it already happening: “Yahweh is stripping the earth and wasting it….”  The devastation affects the earth itself and then its peoples; it is not merely a disaster for humanity.  But it comes about because the peoples of the earth “have transgressed teachings [tôrōt], violated statute, broken the ancient [or eternal] covenant” (24:5).  It presupposes that the whole world is in covenant relationship with Yhwh, knows the terms of that covenant, and has ignored them.  “That is why a curse has devoured the earth and its inhabitants have been guilty” (24:6): the future judgment is now described even more dramatically as if it has already happened (it has, in the prophet’s vision).
The far-reaching nature of the vision is extended by what follows.
On that day, Yahweh will attend 

to the army on high, on high, 

and to the earthly kings on the earth.

They will be gathered as prisoners are gathered in a pit, 

they will be locked up in a prison and attended to after many days.

The moon will be abashed and the sun ashamed; 

because Yahweh Armies
 will have begun to reign 

On Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 

with his splendor before his elders.  (24:21-24)

Parallel to earthly forces working against Yhwh’s purpose are heavenly ones, parallel to earthly armies are heavenly armies, and parallel to conflicts on earth are conflicts in the heavens.  The frustrating of Yhwh’s purpose on earth reflects the self-assertion of powers in the heavens (and vice versa?).  Earthly events make clear that although being sovereign, Yhwh does not always assert sovereignty but lets things happen that conflict with the divine will.  But “that day” will see an assertion of Yhwh’s sovereignty in relation to heavenly and earthly powers.  
On that day Yahweh will attend 

with his severe, great, strong sword

To Leviathan the weaving serpent, 

Leviathan the twisting serpent, 

and slay the dragon in the sea.  (27:1)
Isaiah does not speak of Satan as a personal embodiment of opposition to Yhwh, but it does speak of Leviathan as a monstrous such embodiment; in other words, Leviathan is an OT way of speaking of what the NT refers to as Satan (as Rev 20:2 suggests).  The idea that Leviathan, the serpent, or the dragon embodies dynamic power asserted against Yhwh recurs in the OT (e.g., 51:9; Job 26:13) and in other Middle Eastern writings.
  But usually the great battle in which Yhwh put the dragon in its place happened in the past, before creation or in an event such as Yhwh’s victory at the Red Sea.  Isaiah 27 is distinctive for seeing this victory as one that needs to be won at the end.  It starts from the fact anyone can see, that Yhwh’s purpose is not realized in the world; powers of resistance to Yhwh often have their way.  Whatever victory Yhwh won in the past was not the final one.  But Yhwh will win that final victory. 

A Great Celebration

Yhwh’s putting down opposition and tyranny will be accompanied by a great celebration, a festive banquet on Mount Zion of the kind that happens at Sukkot when people bring their harvest offerings and also celebrate what Yhwh did for them in bringing them out of Egypt.  One can imagine a king being the host at such a meal; here Yhwh, the divine King, is the host.  
Yahweh Armies will make 

for all peoples on this mountain

A feast of rich food, a feast of choice wines, 

rich food flavored, choice wines refined.

He will swallow on this mountain 

the covering that covers over all the peoples,

the weaving that is woven over all the nations.

He will have swallowed death forever; 

my Lord Yahweh will have wiped the tears from all faces.

The reproach of his people 

he will remove from all the earth.  (25:6-8)
Alongside the joy of the banquet is Yhwh’s enabling people to forget their griefs, losses, and mourning.  Yhwh will swallow death and bring mourning to an end.  In the context, that makes one think of the devastation involved in the great acts of judgment that 24:1 – 25:5 has described, and of the massacres involved in war of which the broader context speaks.  There will be no more battling of one people against another, with the grief as the bodies come home (or don’t).  There will be no more warring on Yhwh’s part, no more judgment, no more wrath, for Israel or for other peoples.  Usually death, Sheol, the earth, or the deep swallows people (Exod 15:12; Ps 69:15 [16]).  Here that dynamic is reversed.  Yhwh swallows grief and death, brings death itself to an end.  
The vision says nothing about the resuscitation of dead people, and need not imply that the people at the banquet will themselves not die.  (Paul quotes v. 8 in connection with the resurrection of believers in 1 Cor 15:54, but as is common, this involves an inspired reuse of the text that does not correspond to the text’s own meaning).
  In general the OT does not worry too much about death in itself; while the Psalms are full of protest at death when it comes before its time, people accept that at the end of a full life one goes to be with one’s family.

What is the relationship between the picture of world judgment and the picture of world celebration?  The tension between Isa 24 and Isa 25 reappears through Isa 40 – 66.  The focus on judgment often emphasizes powerful people (powerful nations or powerful groups within the nation); the converse is that the beneficiaries of the judgment are the weak (peoples subordinate to a superpower or weak groups within a nation).  So it is the powerful who fall, the weak who celebrate.  But 25:3-4 raises another possible implication of that tension.  
Therefore a forceful people will honor you, 

cities of terrifying nations will fear/revere you,
Because you will have been a refuge for the poor person, 

a refuge to the needy person in their distress.  

It is fortuitous that yārē’ can mean either fear or revere; perhaps the nations choose whether to honor and revere Yhwh voluntarily, and thereby escape destruction, or to honor and fear Yhwh under compulsion.  The two attitudes to the nations in Isaiah offer them alternative scenarios.
  When Yhwh’s decisions are a reality in the world, its inhabitants learn faithfulness, but when grace is shown to the faithless, they do not do so; even in a world that wants to go straight, they act in twisted fashion, and do not revere/fear Yhwh’s majesty (26:9-10).  They cannot come to the banquet as oppressors.  But if they choose to shape up, they can come.
Israel’s Restoration

Alongside the nations’ partaking in that feast and consolation is the promise that the shame of Israel’s subordination to other peoples is taken away (25:8).  The passage goes on to describe further how things will be “on that day,” when the people rejoice in Yhwh’s deliverance as Yhwh’s hand rests on this mountain, and Moab is trampled down (25:9-12).
  It is not clear why Moab in particular should be mentioned, but the comment gives a concrete instance of the point just made.  Moab chooses whether to sit at the banquet or swim in dung.  This is what is technically known as a no-brainer, though the behavior of nations over the millennia does not make it look that way.
And after the banquet?  After that, true life will continue forever.  “On that day” Judah will be able to sing of its city that Yhwh has made permanently strong (26:1-4).  It will know it can “rely on Yahweh for ever,” because in Yahweh it has “an everlasting crag,” “a crag of ages” (“rock” does not quite give the right impression; this is a crag or cliff or height that people can climb onto for safety ).  It will know that peace will last forever.
In the past, the people have seen Yhwh act against their overlords, who have behaved as if they were gods.  They are dead now, mere ghosts, and they will never rise from the dead (26:13-14).
  The description parallels the vision of the Babylonian king descending to Sheol (14:4-11).  The trouble is that Yhwh’s people themselves are uncomfortably like that – as good as dead, like the community in the exile that sees itself as resembling the bones of a corpse left to be picked bare by vultures, totally cut off, hopeless (Ezek 37:11).  Ezekiel envisioned Yhwh turning these bones into corpses and the corpses back into a living army, and Isa 26:19 envisages a similar resuscitation.  The lines are obscure in detail, and they could be reinterpreted in relation to the resurrection of individuals, but in the context they refer to the resuscitation of the nation.
  

Your [singular] dead will live, 
my corpse will rise.
Wake up, resound, 
you [plural] who dwell in the dirt.
Because your [singular] dew is the dew of light 

and the earth will give birth to the ghosts.  
In that day, people will sing about the “lovely vineyard”
 and Yhwh will enjoy protecting it and watering it (27:2-6).  The picture offers a marked contrast with the original vineyard song, which threatened that Yhwh might totally abandon the vineyard (5:1-6).  The new song goes on to speak of Yhwh attacking thorns and thistles, which might be thorns and thistles that the vineyard produces or ones that attack it from outside.
  Either way, it goes on to speak of Jacob/Israel so rooting and blossoming that it fills the whole world with its fruit.  That day is a day of restoration beyond chastisement when the pathetic things in which Israel now glories will be replaced by Yhwh as one who is a real embodiment of glory, and when there will be proper exercise of authority and successful defence against attackers (28:5-6; cf. also 29:18-21; 30:23-26; 31:7).  And in that day, Yhwh will bring about an absolutely complete gathering of people exiled in Mesopotamia and Egypt (27:12-13).  

The reference to further attacks is a surprise.  But as the OT’s looking back to the Beginning does not see it as the unequivocal bliss that Christian tradition attaches to it (there was a violent world to subdue and a strange temptation to face, before Adam and Eve went in for their disobedience), so at the End, even after the consummation of God’s purpose, there is still resistance to God, opposition to God’s people, and the reality of death.

After chapters 24 – 27, anything that looks like talk of final judgment and renewal largely disappears from Isaiah until the last two chapters, which thus form a bracket round the book as a whole with the opening chapter or so.  They again combine talk of the world’s desolation, the nations’ sharing in Israel’s relationship with Yhwh, and the restoration of Jerusalem.  

Now: I am creating 

new heavens and a new earth.

The former will not be thought about, 

will not come to mind….

Because now, I am creating Jerusalem as a joy, 

her people as rejoicing.

And I will joy in Jerusalem, 

rejoice in her people.

There will not be heard in it any more 

the sound of weeping or the sound of a cry.

There will not be there any more a baby of [a few days] 

or an old person who does not fulfill his days….

The wolf and the lamb will pasture together 

and the lion will eat straw like the ox,

but the snake: dirt is its food.  (65:17-20, 25)
Isaiah 65:17-25 begins with Yhwh “creating new heavens and a new earth,” but it soon segues into Yhwh “creating Jerusalem a joy” where there will be no more weeping or people dying before their time.  In light of the way the NT adapts the imagery, it is easy to over-interpret the opening mention of new heavens and a new earth.  The prophet refers to them only very briefly on the way into speaking of the matter that really counts, the renewal of the Jerusalem, where people will live long lives, build houses and live in them, plant vineyards and eat their fruit, and enjoy close relationship with Yhwh.  “The new heavens and earth are thought of more as the context for social and political transformation and therefore are not the focus of attention in themselves, as is the case in apocalyptic writings from the Greco-Roman period.”
  It is striking that Isa 65 closes with a reprise of the vision in Isa 11 of the animal kingdom transformed, in fulfillment of the original creation commission to humanity (“subdue the earth”), yet with the serpent still knowing its place.  
Isaiah 66:22-24 adds,

As the new heavens and the new earth 

that I am making 

Stand before me (Yahweh’s oracle), 

so your seed and your name will stand.

New moon after new moon, sabbath after sabbath, 
all flesh will come to bow down before me (Yahweh has said).
People will go out and look 
at the corpses of the people who rebelled against me.

Because their worm will not die 
and their fire will not wane; 

they will be a horror to all flesh.  
Once more, talk of new heavens and new earth is backcloth to something else: Israel’s seed and name will be as permanent as these.  Alongside the security of the Israelites’ future is the regular week by week, month by month worship of all flesh; the previous verses have described all the nations joining in pilgrimage to Jerusalem, some of them serving as ministers in the temple (66:18-21).  Yet neither Israelites nor Gentiles can take their position for granted; they will need to keep reminding themselves of what happens to rebels.  In reading this chapter in worship, the Jewish community repeats the penultimate verse so that the reading does not end on the somber note of the last verse.  Christian readers react with similar distaste; Claus Westermann remarks that in light of the NT we must be critical of this close to the book.
  There is some irony about that comment, given Jesus’ taking up phrases from it to say something more frightful, not just about death but about Hell (see Mark 9:48).

The Day of Yhwh 
At the beginning and end of Isaiah, then, and in that block of chapters near the middle, the book speaks of how things will be when God brings his purpose to a consummation.  But the book has another way of raising questions that we might call eschatological, one that makes it possible to suggest connections between the ultimate fulfillment of God’s purpose and what happens now.  Following on that opening exposition in 1:2 – 2:5, Isaiah introduces the idea of “the day of Yhwh.”  The day of Yhwh is the time when Yhwh’s purpose for Israel and for the world will be fulfilled.  The chapters we have already considered would encourage Israel to assume that this would be a day of great blessing and celebration.  Actually, prophets such as Isaiah (and Amos: see Amos 5:18-20) turn it into a day of calamity and grief.  Yhwh is going to put Judah down for its preoccupation with weaponry and wealth and its serving of and relying on other deities: and then “Yahweh alone will be high up on that day.  Because Yahweh Armies has a day against all that is high and lofty” (2:11-12), against lofty trees, high mountains, tall ships, and impressive people (cf. 2:17, 20; 31:7).    
Yhwh intends to use Assyria to bring that about, and will subsequently use Babylon to do so.  The day of Yhwh is thus not merely one occasion at the End, after which there is no more history.  It can imply the day of the ultimate fulfillment of Yhwh’s purpose, or a day within Israel’s expected or actual experience when something of that purpose is realized.  Thus it can keep happening.  The fall of Jerusalem in 587 is “the day of Yahweh’s wrath” (Lam 2:1, 21).  A cliché of Christian talk speaks of the “now” and the “not yet” (who invented that phrase?).  This way of thinking goes back at least to Isaiah’s time.
But the day of Yhwh is designed to be a day of great blessing.  Yhwh’s people will be a tree that has been felled, but this will not be the end of the story.  Yahweh’s branch will grow and produce beautiful fruit. 
  Yahweh will cleanse the city of the stain of its bloodshed and will protect it from sun and storm in the future:

On that day, 

Yahweh’s branch will be 

for beauty and honor .  

The fruit of the land will be 

for loftiness and beauty 

for the survivors of Israel.  

The leftovers in Zion, 

what remains in Jerusalem – 

They will be termed holy, 

everyone who is written for life in Jerusalem.  

When my Lord has washed 

the dirt of the daughters of Zion, 

Cleansed the bloodshed of Jerusalem from its midst, 

by a decisive wind, a burning wind,

Yahweh will create 

over the entire site of Mount Zion 

and over its meeting place, 

Cloud by day and smoke, 

a flaming fiery brightness, by night.  

Because over the entire splendor will be a canopy 

and it will be a shelter for shade by day from the heat 

and a refuge and cover from storm and rain (4:2-6; cf. 10:20).

A passage such as 4:2 speaks of “that day” in keeping with the way the book speaks of  “the day of Yhwh.”  “That day” can also imply the day of the ultimate fulfillment of Yhwh’s purpose or a day within Israel’s experience.
  Isaiah 12 is a song to sing “on that day,” a day of confessing what Yhwh has done for Jerusalem when Yhwh’s comfort and deliverance have replaced Yhwh’s anger, which will deserve making known in the entire world. 

The phrase is used most spectacularly in 19:16-25, where six times it denotes a day when Egypt will come to acknowledge Yhwh.  On that day, Egypt will quake in fear before Yahweh and before Judah, though that will turn out to imply a breakthrough in its attitudes.  On that day five Egyptian cities will swear loyalty to Yahweh.  On that day there will be an altar for Yahweh in Egypt and a pillar for Yahweh at its border, places to remind Egypt to cry out to Yahweh against its oppressors.  On that day Egypt will acknowledge Yahweh and serve Yahweh with sacrifices and offerings.  Indeed, on that day Egypt and Assyria will serve Yahweh together on the basis of the convenient location of Israel in between them.  On that day Yahweh will declare blessing on Egypt as “my people” and on Assyria as “my handiwork” as well as on Israel as “my possession.”

That Day and This Day
Yhwh intends to use Assyria and then Babylon to bring about the calamity of the day of Yhwh.  But what will then happen to these superpowers?  Here is a “pronouncement regarding Babylon” (13:1).
Yahweh’s day is near; 

it will come as destruction from the Destroyer….  

Yahweh’s day is coming

cruel with wrath and angry burning,

To make the earth a desolation 

and wipe out sinners from it.  (13:6, 9)

In isolation, one would think this was describing world judgment, and perhaps at some level it is, but the chapter did begin by telling us that it relates to the superpower, Babylon, and it goes on to have Yhwh declaring, “Now: I am stirring up the Medes against them… and Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the majestic splendor  of the Chaldeans, will be like Yhwh’s overthrowing of Sodom and Gomorrah” (13:17, 19).  The declaration relates to the time two centuries after Isaiah’s day when Babylon is about to fall.  By then, Yahweh’s day has come on Judah, in the way Lamentations describes; now it is coming on Babylon.

Yhwh had a similar “plan” for Assyria, without using the expression “day of Yhwh.”
As I have designed, so it will certainly be; 

as I have planned, so it will happen,

In breaking Assyria in my country, 

trampling on him on my mountains.

His yoke will depart from them, 

his burden will depart from their shoulder.

This is the plan that is made 

for all the earth….

Because Yahweh Armies has made a plan; 

who can annul it? (14:24-27).  
The OT does not speak of God having a long-term detailed plan for the whole of world history or for the End, but does from time to time formulate plans for particular peoples, and then implements them.  Thinking in terms of God’s plan starts from the fact that superpowers make plans.  Events prove that God is a superior planner.
Yhwh likewise has a “day of redress,”
 a “year of recompense,” for Zion in relation to Edom (34:8).  It seems unlikely that Isaiah is simply speaking of the literal Edom.  Although Edom did encroach on Judean territory in the Second Temple period, there is little basis outside prophecies such as this for singling out Edom for judgment, any more than the Moab of 25:10, rather than Ammon or Ashdod.  Rather, for reasons that are not clear “Edom has replaced Assyria and Babylonia as the personified embodiment of the evil empire.”
  It will retain that place as it later becomes a cipher for Rome (as the Targum takes it to be here).  The terms used to describe its fall are ones that have been used of Assyria and Babylon.  Like Babylon’s downfall, this redress makes it possible for the feeble and fearful to be delivered and the people Yhwh ransoms and restores to return to Zion singing (35:1-10).
The putting down of the nations and the restoration of Zion are thus interwoven, as they must be.  They are once more in 61:1-2:  
The spirit of Yahweh God is upon me, 

because he has anointed me.

He has sent me to take news to the weak, 

to bind up the broken in spirit,

To proclaim release to captives, 

opening of eyes for prisoners,

To proclaim Yahweh’s year of favor, 

our God’s day of redress.
Proclaiming release is a term associated with the freeing of people in servitude for debt in the seventh year (Jer 34:17), and it is presumably this that is “Yahweh’s year of favor .”  Yhwh is declaring the intention to free people in servitude to foreign overlords (cf. Ezra 9:9).  That will involve this “year of favor ” also being a “day of redress,” a moment when Yhwh puts down these foreign overlords.  When Jesus looks at his own ministry in light of Isa 61, he similarly associates the year of favor  with his ministry, and the days of redress with the destruction of Jerusalem (see Luke 4:19; 21:22).  

The day of redress, then, is again not one that belongs solely to some final day that might be far off; it is the day Yhwh is bringing now.  It is the prophet’s job to announce this day or year.  In the absence of anyone else doing it, it is Yhwh’s job to bring it about: “the day of redress has been in my mind, my year of restoration has come” (Isa 63:4).  “Restoration” (gĕ’ûlîm) is another idea associated with the seventh year and the jubilee year (see Lev 25).  Yhwh is coming from Edom, but here Edom is not Yhwh’s victim; Yhwh comes having “trampled peoples.”

We noted that Isa 13 speaks of the earth being made a desolation, but anchors this event in a particular historical context.  The desolation of the earth comes about when the superpower of the day is put down.  Even more suggestively, 24:21-23 envisages the putting down of supernatural foes happening in two stages.  Heavenly and earthly powers will first be imprisoned, then in due course will be “attended to.”
  The prophecy thus sows a seed that will come to fruition in the idea of the millennium.  This two stage process corresponds again to the conviction that the ultimate Day of Yhwh can be realized in a way that is interim and not complete.  The defeat of Babylon, like the defeat of Egypt at the Red Sea, constitutes the defeat of earthly and heavenly forces of resistance to Yhwh, something like their imprisonment.  But the day still lies in the future when Yhwh will finally attend to them.  As Babylon falls, Yhwh begins to reign, in returning to Jerusalem and making it possible for the exiles to do so (52:7-12).  Yet this did not amount to the ultimate assertion of Yhwh’s sovereignty, and 24:23 sees Yhwh finally doing so.

So…

I draw the following conclusions.  

First, the main features of Isaian eschatology are these.  God intends to lay waste to the earth and to individual peoples, superpowers and others, because of their waywardness and as a means of liberating Israel.  God also intends to put down supernatural forces of opposition to God.  Indeed, God intends to put down Israel for its waywardness.  But God’s purpose for Israel will be fulfilled.  It will be cleansed and beautified and brought back to life and it will embody faithfulness and divine blessing and instead of being humiliated it will draw the nations to its God; that will issue in harmony among the nations.  The nations will join in a celebration at God’s thus swallowing up death and will join in God’s ongoing worship; that specifically includes archetypal enemies and superpowers such as Egypt and Assyria.  But all this doe not mean that for Israel life “in that day” is without pressures or temptations; it does mean these need not overwhelm God’s people.  Conversely, neither Israel nor the nations wait for the End to experience the End.  They know the negative and the positive aspects to the End in their historical experience.
Second, the appropriate responses are these: to walk in Yhwh’s light (2:5),
 live in light of what God intends to do; to exult in but also to be horrified at God’s judgment and/or the treachery that warrants it (24:14-16); to urge God to fulfill these promises (26:13-19); and in light of God’s coming punishment of the world for its bloodshed, to hide (26:20-21).  Isaiah does not indicate that the people of God do anything to bring about the fulfillment of the divine purpose, as Jesus says nothing about us furthering or extending or working for God’s kingdom.  Their job is to be faithful and let God take care of the rest.
Third, from these prophecies we could not draw up a schedule of what must happen before the End, or at the End.  There are several reasons for this.  One is that much of the prophecy is in images; one cannot systematize images.  Another is that God’s plans are worked out in dialog with human responses.  God will not go back on the purposes embodied in these prophecies, but the way they work out is subject to continuous renegotiation.

Fourth, what we do with this Isaian eschatology reflects how we see the relationship of Isaiah to what God did in Christ and to the NT.  The usual Christian practice is to reinterpret Isaiah in light of (our understanding of) the NT and thus to emasculate it.  This dishonors the fact that the Holy Spirit was involved in the inspiration of Isaiah.  We need rather to accept the Isaian eschatology as the book expounds it, and ask after its implications.  It means, for instance, that God’s purpose for the Jewish people will be fulfilled (as Paul argues in Rom 9 – 11?).  (It does not follow that one supports the policies of the State of Israel.)  That includes drawing the nations, coming to govern them and draw them into harmony, and giving them reason to celebrate.  But Isaiah also emphasizes judgment on the peoples of the world, superpowers and others, and emphasizes that as a reality of the End that we also experience now.
Fifth, insofar as the church is a body that has come to share in Israel’s relationship with God (not to replace Israel), it shares in the warnings and the promises of the Isaian eschatology.  The church is characterized by similar waywardness to that described in Isa 1, and by similar reversals.  Its experience is thus that the End is the moment when judgment begins with the household of God (1 Peter 4:17).  We have to ask whether we see that judgment embodied in events such as the demise of the church in Europe and the progressive demise of the church in the USA.
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