Isaiah: A Very Short Commentary
[This is a draft of material for the New Interpreter’s One Volume Commentary on the Bible]
Introduction
The book of Isaiah is the first of the three “major prophets,” that is, the three longest prophetic books.  Its position as the first reflects the fact that Isaiah himself lived in the eighth century, whereas Jeremiah and Ezekiel lived 150 years later.  It thus has its scale in common with those two books, but it also deserves setting alongside Hosea, Amos, and Micah, who were contemporaries of Isaiah ben Amoz (especially alongside Micah, who like Isaiah prophesied in Judah).

The book’s opening sets Isaiah ben Amoz in the context of the time of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah over Judah.  Chapters 1 - 39 indicate how this was a time when Judah came under considerable political pressure through the expansionist policies of the first great Middle Eastern empire, that of the Assyrians; the question was, how is the people of God to cope with that kind of situation?  They also reflects the social changes that had come upon Judah over two centuries and more, a time of increasing urbanization and a divide between people who were quite comfortably off and people who had a hard time making ends meet.  And the chapters reflect the temptation to look to religious resources other than Yahweh in order to cope with such political and economic pressures.  They urge people to turn back to Yahweh, but they also promise that even if Yahweh brings calamity upon the people, there will be restoration.   
The second half of the book begins with a different tone as it reports Yahweh’s proclamation, “Comfort, O comfort my people” (40:1).  It presupposes that Yahweh has indeed brought calamity on the people but has now said “Enough is enough”; the time for restoration has arrived.  It is coming about through the Medo-Persian king Cyrus (44:28), who led the Persians in conquering the Babylonian empire, taking Babylon in 539.  This part of Isaiah thus presupposes a setting and an audience living two centuries after Isaiah ben Amoz.  So this prophet is someone different from Isaiah ben Amoz, and this part of the book deserves setting alongside Jeremiah and Ezekiel, who preceded it by a short period and also looked forward to Yahweh’s restoring Judah.  Lamentations provides further background to the needs presupposed by chapters 40 – 55.
Chapters 56 – 66 in turn combine a confrontational tone like that of chapters 1 – 39 with promises that elaborate on ones in chapters 40 – 55.  Chapters 56 – 66 make best sense if we reckon that they come from a little after chapters 40 – 55, when something of the restoration that those chapters promise has come about, but things are nowhere near as glorious as they would have made one expect.  This part of the book thus deserves setting alongside Haggai and Zechariah.
The book as a whole thus reflects several different periods, but it is not merely an anthology of unrelated prophecies.  Chapters 40 – 66 continue on from chapters 1 – 39.  In all three parts of the book Yahweh is “the Holy One of Israel.”  This title comes 25 times spread though the book and only five times in the rest of the Old Testament.  The entire book is a message from the Holy One.  Other motifs in one part of the book are taken up in another, such as the people’s blindness and deafness, the image of Yahweh as the potter, and the notion of the nations being drawn to Jerusalem.  Yahweh used the messages in chapters 1 – 39 to inspire the anonymous prophet or prophets whose words come in chapters 40 – 55, and later used the words of that “Second Isaiah” to inspire a “Third Isaiah” whose words come in chapters 56 – 66.  (It may be that within chapters 1 – 39, too, there is material that was inspired by Isaiah ben Amoz rather than that came directly from him, particularly in chapters 24 – 27; but there are fewer explicit markers of this.)
Outline

I. About Judah in the Time of Ahaz (1:1 – 12:6)

A. Confrontations and Promises (i) (1:1 – 5:30)
1:1 – 2:1 Judah’s Devastation (i)
2:2-5 Jerusalem’s transformation (i)
2:6 – 4:1 Judah’s Devastation (ii)
4:2-6 Jerusalem’s transformation (ii)

5:1-30 Jerusalem’s devastation (iii)

B. An Account of Isaiah’s Ministry (6:1 –9:7)

6:1-13 Isaiah’s Vision of the Holy One, and the Message Isaiah is to Give

7:1-25 Isaiah’s Fulfillment of his Commission (i)

8:1-15 Isaiah’s Fulfillment of his Commission (ii)

8:16-22 Isaiah’s Gloomy Conclusion

9:1-7 The Promising Coda

C. Confrontations and promises (ii) (9:8 – 12:6)
9:8 – 10:4 His Anger Has Still Not Turned Away

10:5-23 The Downfall of Assyria and the Restoring of Israel (i)

10:24 – 11:16 The Downfall of Assyria and the Restoring of Israel (ii)

12:1-6 A Song to Sing in that Day

II. About the Nations (13:1 – 23:18)
A. The Northern Powers (13:1 – 14:27)
13:1 – 14:23 Babylon

14:24-27 Assyria

B. Judah’s Neighbors (14:28 – 17:11)
14:28-32 Philistia

15:1 – 16:14 Moab
17:1-11 Aram and Ephraim

C. The Empire (17:12-14)

D. The Southern Powers (18:1 – 20:6)

18:1-7 Ethiopia

19:1-25 Egypt

20:1-6 Egypt and Ethiopia

E. The Northern Powers, and Jerusalem Itself (21:1 – 23:18)

21:1-17 Babylon

22:1-25 Jerusalem

23:1-18 Tyre

III. About the World (24:1 – 27:13)
A. The Earth Laid Waste (24:1-16) 

24:1-13 A Horrifying Vision (i)
24:14-16 A Response of Praise and Dismay
B. Earth and Heaven in Tumult (24:17 – 25:5)

24:17-23 A Horrifying Vision (ii)
25:1-5 A Willing Response
C. The World Rejoicing, Moab Humiliated (25:6 – 26:19)

25:6-12 An Encouraging Vision (i)
26:1-19 A Response of Praise and Yearning
D. Israel Protected and Restored (26:20 – 27:13)
IV. About Judah in the Time of Hezekiah (28:1 – 33:24)
A. A Covenant with Death (28:1-29)

B. Disaster Threatened and Averted (i) (29:1-24)

C. The Wisdom of Relying on Yahweh (i) (30:1-33)

D. The Wisdom of Relying on Yahweh (ii); Disaster Threatened and Averted (ii) (31:1 – 32:20)

E. Yahweh Exalted in Majesty (33:1-24)
V. About Ultimate Redress and Transformation (34:1 – 35:10)
A. Redress (34:1-17)

B. Transformation (35:1-11)

VI. About Judah in the Time of Hezekiah (36:1 – 39:8)

A. Sennacherib’s Challenge to Hezekiah, and Isaiah’s Response (i) (36: 1 – 37:7)

B. Sennacherib’s Challenge to Hezekiah, and Isaiah’s Response (ii) (37:8-38)

C. Hezekiah’s Illness, and Isaiah’s Response (38:1-22)

D. Envoys from Babylon to Hezekiah, and Isaiah’s Response (39:1-8)
VII. About Israel in the Time of Cyrus (40:1 – 48:22)
A. Introducing a Message of Comfort (40:1-31)

B. Yahweh’s Commitment to Israel as Servant (41:1-20)

C. The Servant Commitment Yahweh Looks for (41:21 – 42:17)
D. The Blind Servant Whom Yahweh Still Intends to Use (42:18 – 43:21)
E. The Servant Who Made Yahweh Serve (43:22 – 44:23)
F. The Anointed Through Whom Yahweh Intends to Restore Jerusalem (44:24 – 45:25)
G. A Vision of Babylon’s Gods Falling (46:1-13)
H. A Vision of Ms Babylon Falling (47:1-15)
I. A Final Challenge to the Rebels (48:1-22)
VIII. About Jerusalem in the Time of Cyrus (49:1 – 55:13)

A. A Servant to the Servant (i) (49:1-13)
B. Encouragement for Zion (i) (49:14 – 50:3)
C. A Servant to the Servant (ii) (50:4-11)
D. Encouragement for Zion (ii) (51:1 – 52:12)
E. A Servant to the Servant (iii) (52:13 – 53:12)
F. Encouragement for Zion (iii) (54:1-17a)
G. The Heritage of the Servants (54:17b – 55:13)
IX. About Judah after the Exile (56:1 – 66:24)
A. An Open Community and its Responsibility (i).  56:1-8

B. Warnings and Challenges (i). 56:9 – 59:8

Confrontation (i): The Leadership.  56:9 – 57:2. 

Confrontation (ii): Dissolute Religion.  57:3-13. 

The Alternative that Stands before People (i).  57:14-21.

Confrontation (iii): Fasting, Fraud, and Sabbath.  58:1-14.

The Alternative that Stands before People (ii).  59:1-8.  

C. The Prayer that Needs to Be Prayed (i).  59:9-15a
D. The Answer to Prayer (i).  59:15b-20

E. Zion’s Transformation (i).  59:21 – 60:22

F. Zion’s Transformation (ii).  61:1 – 62:12

G. The Answer to Prayer (ii).  63:1-6

H. The Prayer that Needs to Be Prayed (ii).  63:7 – 64:12

I. Warnings and Challenges (ii). 65:1 – 66:17

Confrontation (i).  65:1-7. 

The Alternative that Stands before People (i).  65:8-16.

The Associated Promise.  65:17-25. 

The Alternative that Stands before People (ii).  66:1-6. 

The Alternative that Stands before People (iii).  66:7-17. 

J. An Open Community and its Responsibility (ii).  66:18-24
Bibliography

Brueggemann, Walter.  Isaiah.  2 vols.  Louisville: WJK, 1998. 
Childs, Brevard S.  Isaiah.  Louisville: WJK/London: SCM, 2001. 
Goldingay, John.  Isaiah.  Peabody, MA: Hendrickson/Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 2001.
Holladay, William.  Unbounded by Time: Isaiah Still Speaks.  Cambridge, MA: Cowley, 2002.
Miscall, Peter D.  Isaiah.  Sheffield, UK JSOT, 1993.
Motyer, Alec.  Isaiah.  Downers Grove, IL/Leicester, UK: InterVarsity, 1999.
Sawyer, John.  Isaiah.  2 vols.  Philadelphia: Westminster/Edinburgh: St Andrew’s, 1984.

Seitz, Christopher (ed.).  Reading and Preaching the Book of Isaiah.  Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988.
Westermann, Claus.  Isaiah 40 – 66.  Philadelphia: Westminster/London: SCM, 1969.
Commentary
I About Judah in the Time of Ahaz 1:1 – 12:6

Chapters 1 – 5 alternate two kinds of message.  There are accounts of why and how things have gone wrong for Judah and how things will get worse; interwoven with these are promises of how Yahweh will transform Jerusalem the other side of these calamities.  Isaiah 6:1 – 9:7 then focuses more on narrative accounts of Isaiah’s ministry, but with the same threefold implications.  Isaiah 9:8 – 12:6 returns to direct warnings and promises, but now with the emphasis more on the latter.
A.  Confrontations and Promises (i) (1:1 – 5:30)

1:1 – 2:1. Judah’s devastation (i).  
1:1. What we are to read is a “vision.”  These prophecies are not mere human insight or opinion but a divine revelation; readers need to be open to them as that.  Yet they are a vision of “Isaiah ben Amoz.”  They came via this particular human person.  Isaiah’s angle of vision is different from that of other prophets, and his person is part of his ministry.  His very name, which means “Yahweh is deliverance,” expresses a central theme of his message.  His vision concerns “Judah and Jerusalem.”  Judah, a tiny people in the southern part of Israel as a whole, is the whole book’s consistent focus; and even when it talks about other nations, it does so because of their significance for Judah as threats or as allies.  The problems, danger, and destiny of Jerusalem, Judah’s capital, are also the whole book’s consistent focus.  Then the names of the kings remind us that the chapters need to be understood against the background of this particular period.  What Yahweh has to say to Judah and Jerusalem is different in other times.
1:2-4. Judah is actually called “Israel”; it is a partial embodiment of “my people.”  They are Yahweh’s “children.”  But they do not behave like it.  They no longer accept the authority of the head of the family.  They do not “know” their father; in the OT “know” often implies “acknowledge,” recognize the authority of, obey.  
1:5-9. Their rebellion against Yahweh eventually issued in invasion by the Assyrians, rendering Jerusalem like a man who has been mugged or like a bivouac in the middle of a field, almost as devastated as Sodom and Gomorrah.  The implication is that although this chapter comes at the beginning of the book, its message relates to events quite late on in Isaiah’s own ministry, in the time of king Hezekiah (the back story comes in chapters 36 – 37).  These verses indicate where Judah’s story is going; succeeding sections and chapters will indicate how it got there.

1:10-20. Jerusalem has ended up like Sodom and Gomorrah because it has behaved like Sodom and Gomorrah.  There is a mismatch between its worship and its life outside worship.  People made costly offerings, celebrated great festivals, and prayed fervently, and as far as one can tell, meant every word.  But their lives did not match the nature and concerns of the God they worshiped.  Their hands were full of blood: the community includes powerful people who can swindle the vulnerable of their rights, their land, their livelihood, and thus ultimately of their lives (1 Kings 21 describes an extreme example).  And the rest of this community tolerates that and fails to protect such people.  They need to get the blood off their hands if Yahweh is to be able to tolerate looking at these hands raised in worship and prayer.  Verse 18 describes the change Yahweh demands, and vv. 19-20 lay alternative destinies before the community.
1:21-31. The prophet again speaks of oppression and of the neglect of the vulnerable, and of the people’s worship, though here not orthodox worship of Yahweh whose problem is that it is not matched by a life worthy of Yahweh, but an inclination to traditional, Canaanite-style forms of worship (vv. 29-30).  People maybe still saw this as worship of Yahweh not worship of other gods, but it was far away from the worship Yahweh could accept, because it again did not match who Yahweh really was.  The tragedy of the situation in the city is that it has fallen so short of its destiny and of how things used to be (vv. 21-22).  The threat against it (v. 20) is now expressed more chillingly.  But Yahweh’s action is designed to purify and restore as well as punish (vv. 25-27).  Even shame at those spiritual practices (v. 29) is a positive thing if it turns people back to Yahweh.
2.1 A conclusion closes off this opening summary of Isaiah’s ministry.

2:2-5. Jerusalem’s transformation (i)
2:2-4. The vision of Jerusalem’s transformation had spoken of justice and judges (1:21, 26, 27), which are related words in Hebrew and suggest people with authority exercising their authority in the right way.  This more far-reaching vision speaks of Yahweh “judging” between the nations.  The implementing of proper authority will not characterize Jerusalem alone.  Jerusalem will be the base from which Yahweh effects that in the world, stopping the nations fighting one another by deciding who is in the right, in the manner of the judges (the body of elders) at the village gate resolving community conflicts.  The geophysical transformation (v. 2) is presumably a metaphor; the promise does not indicate how Yahweh will literally go about this drawing.  But Yahweh will not merely make decisions for the nations in an authoritarian way.  The nations will come to be “taught” and receive “instruction.”  These two words are also related.  “Instruction” is torah, often translated “law” – but “instruction” or “teaching” gives a better idea.  Yahweh will teach them in such a way that they walk in Yahweh’s ways.  That might even reduce their conflicts. 
2:5. This verse both concludes vv. 2-4 and introduces what follows.  “Come, let us walk” takes up the nations’ words in v. 3.  It is not Jerusalem’s job to transform itself in the spectacular fashion of v. 2 so that it may draw the nations, but the people of God are supposed to embody now what is God’s vision for the whole world.  Perhaps God will use that to draw the world.
Verses 2-5 come in a slightly different form in Micah 4:1-5.  We do not know which prophet actually uttered them or whether they come from yet another prophet.  They illustrate how we do not have to assume that all the material in a prophetic book came from the prophet whose name stands at the top.  Israel was not too concerned about authorship questions.

2:6 – 4:1.  Judah’s devastation (ii)
2:6-9. We return to material like 1:1 – 2:1 indicting Judah for its waywardness.  It again begins from the disaster that has already overcome the community.  That has issued from the people’s inclination to trust in resources other than Yahweh – political, religious, financial, and military.  This motif will recur in the book.  A prophet’s job includes praying for the people, so the frightening prayer in v. 9c likely presupposes that the people do not repent, and also that it is designed to frighten them into doing so.  Prophets’ words were often designed to avoid being fulfilled.
2:10-22. Such humbling and false trust relate to questions the community needs to take seriously now; otherwise it is danger of calamity.  The main focus is on “pride” or “haughtiness,” though those English words can give a narrow impression of what the prophet refers to.  Verses 12-13 help to make the point clear as they refer to what is “lofty,” “lifted up,” and “high,” and in the subsequent illustrations such as Lebanese cedars and Bashan oaks the emphasis lies on their impressiveness, not on the attitude they take.  So the problem lies in Judah’s ability to stand so tall.  It is impressive, and it knows it.  That means it compromises Yahweh’s majesty rather than testifying to it; the word describing Yahweh’s majesty (gā’ōn) is closely related to the word describing the people as proud (gē’eh).  So describing the people as of haughty eyes need only imply that they stand tall and look tall and are entitled to do so.  The passage doubtless presupposes that the people have become over-attached to their impressiveness, but part of its significance is that people find it hard not to do that.  Powerful and impressive people start thinking of themselves that way.  They are then are on the way to disaster.  
The day when human impressiveness will be put down is “the day of Yahweh” (v. 12).  “Yahweh’s day” was a day people anticipated as a time of great blessing, but prophets warned that they could make it the opposite (cf. Amos 5:18).  Sometimes “Yahweh’s day” is one that is probably far off, but here it is a day that will come in people’s experience.  Yahweh’s purpose will be implemented in spectacular fashion in their lives, and this will not be pleasant (if they carry on as they are).  It will also expose some of those alternative resources that the people trust in (vv. 20, 22).
3:1-8. Issues concerning Judah’s leadership come into focus.  First, an aspect of the trouble that will come upon the community is that all its leadership will be gone.  “Support and staff” is a metaphor for leadership, while vs. 1b describes the results of chaos in the land, and vv. 2-8 itemize the literal reality of the loss of leadership.  The community will be driven to recognizing and following the leadership of people who are quite unqualified and inadequate to the task (some of whom will be wise enough to recognize their inadequacy and resist being drafted), resulting in further social breakdown. 
3:9-12. Since vv. 1-7 presuppose that calamity has not yet taken place, v. 8 presumably projects forward into the situation when Jerusalem and Judah will have fallen.  Verses 9-12 fit with that.  The people have brought this trouble on themselves; it has not yet happened, but it is inevitable, unless the community does something about it.  They attack and defy Yahweh (v. 9a – they will not see themselves as doing that, but it is the implication of their stance).  And one reason calamity will take the form of removing their leadership is that the leadership is already a disaster (v. 12).  Verses 10-11 make an aspect of Isaiah’s challenge more explicit.  If the community as a whole has brought this trouble on itself, this does not rule out the possibility of dissociating oneself from its causes and thus from its effects.
3:13-15. The three little messages about leadership close by explicitly confronting the elders and princes (that is, the government).  In the OT, government’s central task is to care for ordinary people’s needs and rights.  But government regularly uses its power to look after itself.  It is “my people” you are thus abusing, says Yahweh.  The solemnity of that is increased when the passage closes with the description of Yahweh as “the Lord GOD of hosts,” as it began with the description of Yahweh as “the Sovereign, the LORD of hosts.”  The expressions are virtually identical in Hebrew; more literally, they mean “the Lord Yahweh Armies.”  The expression is difficult to construe, but it makes clear enough that this sovereign God controls mighty power.
3:16 – 4:1. In a patriarchal society, the men’s job is to exercise the leadership, while their women’s job is to look nice.  Presupposing that arrangement, Isaiah complements the substantial confrontations of the men regarding their role with a shorter confrontation of these women regarding theirs.  Their being able to strut their stuff in their finery depends on their men being involved in the abuse that 3:14-15 described.  And the decimating of the men in war that will be their punishment will have its implications for their women (4:1).
4:2-6 Jerusalem’s transformation (ii)

As happened at 2:2-5, the declaration that trouble is coming is balanced by a promise that this will not be the end of the story.  The city’s population will be decimated, but there will be “survivors,” people who “remain”; the verb links with the word “remnant” which will be important in Isaiah.  And these “remains” will see the city and the land beautified and fruitful once again.  As 1:25-27 promised, the calamity will be designed not merely to destroy but to purge and cleanse.  People do not survive because they are holy (disaster is not selective like that); they are made holy because they survive.  They are not the remnant because they are faithful; because they are a remnant, they are to be faithful.  And Yahweh will establish a wall of protection around the city from henceforth.
5:1-30 Jerusalem’s devastation (iii)

At this point in the book, however, devastation not transformation has the last word.  Prophets have to balance the way they talk about these two realities, giving people enough encouragement to motivate them but not so much that they avoid the issues they need to face.

5:1-7. A love song would continue the positive tone of 4:2-6, and vv. 1-2a would give that impression.  But the love song turns turtle, and then things get worse and worse.  A song about a vineyard would puzzle people less than it puzzles us; Israel was often pictured as a vine or an olive.  But in case people have not got the point, v. 7 makes it explicit.  The scandalous difference between what Yahweh looked for and what happened is underscored by the words Isaiah uses, whose similarity contrasts with that contrast.  “Justice” is mišpāt; “bloodshed” is one letter different, miśpāh (literally, “flowing”; it comes only here, and maybe Isaiah invented it to make the point).  “Righteousness” is sĕdāqâ; “a cry” is again one letter different sĕ‘āqâ.  The word for Israel’s own cry under oppression in Egypt now comes from the lips of people oppressed by fellow-Israelites.
5:8-24. A series of “Ah”s (“Hey” would give more the impression) protests more concretely the wrongdoing that earns Yahweh’s punitive action.  The land grabbing that prevents families from farming their own land will result in the devastation of the houses and land that people have accumulated (vv. 8-10).  The self-indulgent party-people will die of hunger and thirst (vv. 11-17).  The people who pervert the legal system to their own ends, and do not believe Yahweh will act, will find that Yahweh does (vv. 18-24), because they have rejected Yahweh’s instruction, despised Yahweh’s word.  “Instruction” (torah) may refer to the teaching in the Torah, in Exodus-Deuteronomy.  But the parallelism with Yahweh’s “word” suggests it refers to Isaiah’s own message.  
That is all the more solemn against the background of a particularly significant definition of who Yahweh is (v. 16).  This first brings together in parallelism the expressions “Yahweh [of?] Armies” (see on 3:13-15) and “Holy God,” the short version of Isaiah’s distinctive “Holy One of Israel.”   Yahweh is the frighteningly awesome, overwhelmingly transcendent God.  It is unwise to mess with Yahweh.  Isaiah 6 will spell out the implications.
Here, the verse itself spells out how Yahweh’s awesomeness expresses itself.  The verb that speaks of Yahweh being exalted is related to the word for “haughty” in the previous verse.  Human majesty is put down as Yahweh’s majesty asserts itself.  But Yahweh is not just concerned to safeguard divine majesty for its own sake, nor is Yahweh irrationally and unpredictably intense and fierce.  Yahweh asserts this majesty and demonstrates holiness by “justice” and “righteousness.”  These two words attempt to express in English the meaning of Hebrew words that do not have English equivalents.  “Justice” is mišpāt, the exercise of leadership or authority, which can apply to the implementation of legal justice by judges but has much wider implications.  “Righteousness” is sĕdaqâ, which denotes doing the right thing by people in your community, a righteousness embodied in the way one protects and serves other people.  Yahweh, then, expresses divine power and holiness by exercising authority in such a way as to do the right thing by “my people” in Israel (3:15).  This is a frightening prospect for the powerful, wealthy people in the nation who hear Isaiah’s words.
5:25-30. The move between past verbs and future verbs again suggests that Judah is challenged to respond to the calamity that has come, lest a worse one follow with the arrival of the terrifying Assyrian army.  The Assyrians will come because they want to enlarge their empire, but they will come because (unbeknown to them) Yahweh is whistling for them.
B.  An Account of Isaiah’s Ministry (6:1 – 9:7)

The book makes a transition to mostly talking about Isaiah’s ministry rather than only relating messages from Yahweh, and from mostly poetry to mostly prose.  

6:1-13 Isaiah’s Vision of the Holy One, and the Message Isaiah is to Give.
6:1-8. This account of Isaiah’s ministry starts by describing how he came to be a prophet.  Initially it describes simply a vision of Yahweh, and specifically of Yahweh as the great king (in the context of the earthly king’s death) and as the holy one: not just holy but very holy, indeed utterly holy.  This vision is perhaps why Yahweh’s being “the Holy One” is so important in Isaiah.  The seraphs come only here in the OT; because sārap means “burn,” and on the basis of OT references to fiery serpents, they are usually reckoned to be serpent-like.  
6:9-13. This is not really a story about Isaiah’s call, because actually Isaiah volunteers, and he is then commissioned to declare a frightening message.  Understandably, then, readings in church commonly stop at v. 8, but vv. 1-8 lead into vv. 9-13.  Isaiah’s ministry is to stop people understanding anything, so that terrible punishment falls on them; Jesus says the same applies to his ministry (Mark 4:11-12).  The people are already willfully resistant to Yahweh’s message; this persistent lack of understanding is one form that punishment will take.  At the same time, the point of telling people that this is Isaiah’s commission (as with other prophetic declarations of judgment) is presumably in part to shake them into a response that will mean the declaration does not need to be implemented.  
7:1-25 Isaiah’s Fulfillment of his Commission (i)
7:1-9.  An opening summary of the story, like a newspaper headline, is followed by the details.  The kings of Judah’s northern and eastern neighbors want to lean on Judah to join in rebelling against their Assyrian overlords, and if Ahaz is unwilling to do so, they are prepared to depose him.  Isaiah wants Ahaz to trust Yahweh that he need not worry about these two kingdoms.  Aram and Ephraim (the northern kingdom, also referred to as “Israel”) are not more impressive than their capital cities, and these cities are not more impressive than those two kings.  Isaiah’s son’s name is nicely ambiguous: only remains of Ephraim and Syria will survive, or only remains of Assyria will survive, or only remains of Judah will survive if it doe not trust in Yahweh, or at least remains will survive, or the remains must return to Yahweh.  Isaiah’s subsequent words suggest that the first meaning is the immediate one in the context.  
7:10-17. Isaiah offers Ahaz a sign to bolster his faith; he cannily declines (he would then have no option but to trust Yahweh).  Isaiah says he will have one anyway.  A young woman who is present, perhaps Isaiah’s wife (as their other children are also given significant names), will have a baby and call it “God-is-with-us.”  The implication is not that the baby is “God-with us,” any more than that the son in v. 3 is the remnant.  Rather the baby’s birth will follow the moment when Judah experiences a deliverance that indicates Yahweh has indeed acted, that “God is with us.”  NRSV assumes that the word for a young woman does not mean virgin; if it does (and the woman is therefore not Isaiah’s wife), Isaiah likely means that by the time a woman who is at the moment a virgin but is about to marry conceives and has her first child, the crisis will be over and she will be able to give her baby that name.  The further description of the child then elaborates the point.  But the sign will do Ahaz no good (v. 17).  As is often the case, the New Testament gives the passage a new significance in using it to illumine Jesus’ story.  
7:18-25. Four further declarations elaborate on the way Yahweh will bring the Egyptians and Assyrians, but on the way life will be able continue after the devastation.

8:1-15 Isaiah’s Fulfillment of his Commission (ii)

8:1-4. Names and the birth of a baby are once again means of Isaiah’s fulfilling his  prophetic commission.  This baby of Ms Isaiah’s is called “Pillage speeds, loot hastens.” It is thus again cryptic, like “Remains will turn,” and like Jesus’ parables.  It draws people’s attention and makes them think.  The closing words again indicate the meaning in the immediate context.  The message is parallel to that of the baby’s birth (7:10-17).  Getting people to witness the inscription on the tablet will provide evidence in the future that Yahweh really had said this through Isaiah and thus that people should take it seriously then if they do not now.
8:5-15. Isaiah declares the consequences of ignoring his message about trusting Yahweh rather than allying with the two kings.  “Shiloah” refers to the Siloam stream, Jerusalem’s water supply, which is a metaphor for Yahweh’s supplying Jerusalem’s needs.  Alternative waters will all-but drown Judah, but not quite do so.  Verses 9-10 explain how; note the recurrence of “God is with us” at the end of vv. 8 and 10.  Countries can plot against Judah, as Ephraim and Aram have done, but they will not succeed.  Yet people are inclined to be more awed by Ephraim and Aram than they are by God (vv. 11-15).  “Sanctuary” is literally “holy place,” so v. 14 picks up the warning in v. 13.  Being like a holy place or a rock, Yahweh should be people’s safety, but they are making Yahweh a threat to themselves.
8:16-22 Isaiah’s Gloomy Conclusion

Once again, v. 16 presupposes that people are ignoring Isaiah’s warnings.  They are more inclined to resort to traditional means of getting divine guidance such as consulting dead people, who might be expected to know more than the living.  So Isaiah puts this message into writing and again has it sealed against the day when his warnings have been fulfilled and the day of darkness has fallen.
9:1-7 The Promising Coda

As usual, Isaiah does not let calamity have the last word; darkness, gloom, and anguish are succeeded by glory, light, and joy.  Strikingly, v. 1 begins with a promise for Ephraim, the sibling nation with whom Judah is in conflict and whose devastation Isaiah has promised.  For what happened before Ephraim’s final fall and is presupposed by v. 1, see 2 Kgs 15:29.  But presumably vv. 2-7 apply to Isaiah’s actual audience in Judah as well as to Ephraim.  The promise is expressed in the past tense, a vivid way of describing something that is certain and guaranteed by God and is therefore in effect on the way, though the very last line (“the zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this”) speaks more literally.  This is something that Yahweh will definitely make happen.  
Christians have used some aspects of the passage to help them understand the significance of Christ, but the passage as a whole does not directly apply to Christ and the NT does not so apply it.  Verse 7 does express what Christ will yet do. So far, most if not all the significant children have been Isaiah’s, but this is a royal child, perhaps one already born but not yet on the throne (Hezekiah?), but perhaps a Messiah-like figure not yet born.  Like the names of those other children, the name in v. 6 does not describe him but describes the reality he points to.  Like Immanuel, the name is a description of God, the God who guarantees the ultimate destiny of the people.  The day of Midian’s defeat (Judg 6 – 8) provides an image for the deliverance Yahweh intends to effect in relation to Assyria.  
C.  Confrontations and promises (ii) (9:8 – 12:6)

Isaiah returns to words of prophecy directly confronting Judah, though they again look beyond that to deliverance and renewal. 
9:8 – 10:4 His Anger Has Still Not Turned Away

The link with 1:1 – 5:30 is explicit in the refrain (9:12b, 17b, 21b; 10:4b), which takes up that in 5:25b.  But 9:8 also follows neatly on 9:7b in describing the power and effectiveness of Yahweh’s word, which is like a guided missile effectively doing its work.  The sequence again speaks of troubles that have already come and on people’s unwillingness to learn the lesson from them.  

9:8-21. Why does Isaiah focus on calamities that have come to Ephraim, and specifically on its capital city, Samaria (the kind presupposed by 9:1)?  Isaiah lived in Jerusalem; as far as we know, he never went to Samaria, in a foreign country with which Judah had an uneasy relationship.  The people who heard these messages would be the Judeans themselves.  This message could make them feel rather comfortable; bad news about another country can do that.  But they could undergird Isaiah’s emphasis on not being afraid of its big and apparently impressive neighbor.  The calamities that had come on Ephraim provide some evidence of the truth of Isaiah’s message in 7:1-17.
10.1-4. There is something else.  In 9:8-21, it is all about “them.”  But much of the description of Ephraim repeats features of Isaiah’s critique of Judah, which ought to make Judah feel uncomfortable as it listens; Ephraim is only the same as Judah.  This final part of the sequence (ending with the final occurrence of the refrain, in v. 4b) makes that explicit: it addresses “you.”  One function of 9:8-21 is to set up the people in Judah who are Isaiah’s actual audience.  If they have said “Yes” to 9:8-21, these verses make them see they have been challenging themselves.  They, too, are people who think they can solve their own problems and turn a crisis into a challenge (9:8-12).  They, too, are people who will not let trouble make then turn back to Yahweh (9:13-17).  They, too, risk being torn apart by their own greed (9:18-21; Ephraim and Manasseh are the two big clans within Ephraim as a whole).  They, too, make the legal system work against the interests of the needy (10:1-2).  So they, too, are in peril of Yahweh’s anger.
10:5-23 The Downfall of Assyria and the Restoring of Israel (i)
10:5-19. The means of expressing Yahweh’s anger and raising Yahweh’s hand (v. 4) is Assyria and Assyria’s hand (v. 5).  Yet Assyria does not act like a law court judge, who is there simply to serve the people, but does what it does for its own reasons, pursuing its own expansionist policies.  It treats Yahweh as just the same as any other “idol,” and it is naturally but unwisely rather proud of its achievements.  So Judah is not only just the same as Ephraim; in its natural pride in itself it is just the same as Assyria.  But Assyria, too, must be put in its place.  The Holy One is a threat to Assyria, as to Judah.  Remains of Assyria will be left, but only enough to witness to the fact that it once existed.
10:20-23. For Israel, the survival of some remains has a more positive significance.  Admittedly, 10:20-23 holds in sharp tension the fearsomely bad news and the gleam of good news.  Catastrophic destruction is decreed in the land (in the context, in v. 23 NRSV margin is more likely than NRSV’s main text).  But something will be left.  Isaiah does not imply that this remnant deserves to survive; they are just people who are fortunate enough to escape.  But they can then be the nucleus of a new Israel, if they choose to be.  The question is whether the surviving remnant makes a commitment now to become the faithful remnant.  The marker of that will be a commitment to leaning on Yahweh instead of leaning on Assyria, which turned into the one that struck them (v. 20).  That is what the Judah of Isaiah’s day has refused to do.
10:24 – 11:16. The Downfall of Assyria and the Restoring of Israel (ii)

Once again the sequences of prophecies come in pairs; this pair parallels 10:5-23.  
10:24-34. Once again Yahweh promises that Assyria’s attacks and domination will not go on forever; in fact they will soon cease (10:24-27a).  The model for the act of deliverance is again what Yahweh did at the exodus and in Gideon’s day (Judges 6 – 8).  The promise of speedy action makes this a good example of the possibility that later disciples of Isaiah were inspired to update his prophecies during the time when Assyria actually was about to fall, a century after Isaiah’s own time.  The imaginary account of the Assyrians advancing on Jerusalem from the north through the area now dominated by Ramallah (10:27b-32) does not correspond to any actual advance that we know of, but it gives a vivid picture of what an advance might be like, to feed people’s imagination.  It culminates in the army’s arrival at a point where they can see the city and plan to attack it next day.  But Yahweh then intervenes.  Once again, the Assyrian forces are pictured as like a mighty forest (cf. 10:16-19), which Yahweh intends to cut down (vv. 33-34).
11:1-10. Correlative to that is the promise of Israel’s restoration, initially focusing on the restoration of the Davidic monarchy.  David’s line, which goes back to David’s father Jesse, has also become like a tree that Yahweh has cut down, as subsequently happened with the fall of Jerusalem in 587.  But sometimes a felled tree can grow again, and Yahweh declares that this will indeed happen.  This “shoot” or “branch” becomes an image for what was later called the Messiah.  He will be all that a king is supposed to be, and more.  He will have the insight to lead Israel, being the sort of person who acknowledges and reveres Yahweh.  That will mean he governs the land with the right combination of concern for the needy and intolerance of the way they can be abused by the legal system, and ruthlessness with the people who do abuse them (vv. 3b-5: in the context, the “earth” likely refers to the “land” of Israel in particular, as in 10:23).  And whereas his actual growth might be seen as a natural process (felled trees sometimes do produce new shoots), what he will do cannot be seen that way.  He will achieve what he achieves not because of his innate insight or spirituality but because Yahweh’s spirit will rest on him.  In this context, the vision in vv. 6-9 is likely then another image for the peace that the new David will achieve.  The weak will be safe.  Indeed, by implication there is here a positive message even for the people in power, the abusers.  They can decide to live in peace with the weak rather than behaving with the ruthlessness that characterizes authorities.  
11:11-16.  What the “shoot” will achieve will draw the nations to him and to the place where he lives (v. 10; compare 2:2-4).  That last note forms a segue to a vision of Yahweh not only drawing the nations themselves but commissioning them to bring back the peoples of both Judah and Ephraim from their dispersion around the Middle East and the Mediterranean (vv. 10-16).  The mutual hostility of Ephraim and Judah will dissolve, they will be able to repossess the whole of the land, and the obstacles to their return will disappear.
As is commonly the case with prophecies, these promises in 10:24 – 11:16 saw some fulfillment in Isaiah’s day and over succeeding centuries.  Isaiah 36 – 37 relates some cutting down of Assyria to size, and Assyria fell to Babylon in the next century.  When Babylon fell to the Persians, they freed Judean exiles and refugees to return to Judah.  Such partial fulfillments are part of what encourages Israel to continue to look for more complete fulfillment.  Similarly, the extent to which Christ fulfills something of these prophecies (see Rom 15:12) encourages us to look for his complete fulfillment of the promise expressed in (for instance) 11:1-10.
12:1-6 A Song to Sing in that Day
Giving Judah a song of praise to sing when those promises have been fulfilled is another way of underlining the certainty that fulfillment will come.  Divine anger and thus chastisement will then have given way to comfort (see 40:1) and deliverance from Assyrian (and Babylonian) control (49:8).  Withering will give way to wells for drawing from (41:17-18 – “fountains” there is the same word as “wells” here).  Whereas Isaiah has been unable to persuade people to trust, now they will do so, and they need not be afraid (cf. 44:8).  It will be an experience like the Red Sea deliverance, and the song will be able to pick up the themes of Israel’s song then (Exod 15:1-18).  Like the thanksgivings or testimonies and praises in the Psalms, it will deserve to be sung so that the whole world can hear, because what Yahweh does for Israel is also good news for the whole world.  Chapters 1 – 12 close with an acknowledgment of Yahweh as “the Holy One of Israel,” Isaiah’s signature way of proclaiming God.
II About the Nations 13:1 – 23:18
Isaiah has already referred to nations other than Judah such as Aram and Assyria, but now these other nations come into focus.  Sometimes the prophecies are addressed to these other nations, but even when that is so, they are directly intended for Judah’s hearing.  It is doubtful whether the other nations ever heard them, or were intended to do so.  They are designed to get Judah to look at the nations of the day in the right way.  Chapters 1 – 12 reflect how Judah was naturally inclined either to fear them or to rely on alliances with them.  Isaiah 13 – 23 seeks to wean them from either attitude.  
A. The Northern Powers (13:1 – 14:27)

The chapters begin with the two great empires that impinged on or controlled Judah from the late eighth century till 539.

13:1 – 14:23 Babylon

In Isaiah’s day, Babylon was a medium-sized power south of Assyria, under Assyrian domination.  It was interested in making common cause with Ephraim and Judah, which also had an ambivalent relationship with Assyria (cf. Isa 39).  Yet this offers no explanation for its occupying nearly a quarter of the chapters concerning the nations.  But it would make entire sense in the sixth century, when Babylon had taken Assyria’s place as the imperial power, destroyed Jerusalem, and taken many Judeans to Babylon.  Perhaps these prophecies come from Isaiah but they have been arranged and/or expanded in that later context.
13:1-16. Here, indeed, after the heading there is no concrete reference to Babylon.  Yahweh summons unnamed warriors to come and make a desolation of the earth.  This could easily describe Yahweh’s summoning Babylon itself to bring desolation to Assyria.  But its non-specific nature makes it open to being applied to Babylon’s own fall.  By implication, Assyria’s fall to Babylon and Babylon’s fall to Persia are instances of a recurrent pattern in Yahweh’s activity.  Empires think the sun will never set on them, but Yahweh brings them down by using another empire that does not realize it is Yahweh’s servant, an army made holy (v. 3) through being drafted by Yahweh.  The sequence of superpowers is not meaningless chance but something in which Yahweh is involved, in their rise and their demise.
The superpower’s fall is “the day of the LORD” (vv. 6, 9).  This is not a far off day or a final one but one that happens in the experience of the hearers of this prophecy.  Yet the fact that the protagonists are unnamed and Isaiah speaks about “the world” and “the whole earth” also implies that this particular day is one embodiment of the achievement of Yahweh’s ultimate purpose.

13:17-22. Only now does it become specific that it is the Medes whom Yahweh is stirring to put the Babylonians down.  The Medes controlled a empire east of Babylonia (roughly, Media was equivalent to Iran, Babylonia to Iraq).   Yahweh is happy to use the Medes with their violent instincts as a means of bring about Babylon’s downfall.  Like the imaginary picture of the Assyrians approaching Jerusalem (11:27b-32), the picture of the Medes conquering Babylon is not a literal prediction of what will happen.  In the event, the people of Babylon wisely surrendered to the Medo-Persian army and the city was not destroyed.  Scriptural thinking does not assume that prophecies need to be literally fulfilled; they are not like advance DVDs of the event, but works of a divinely-inspired imagination.  The total collapse of the Babylonian empire to the Persians was enough to count as fulfillment of this prophecy.  
14:1-2. For Israel, the significance of Babylon’s fall is that oppression by Babylon will not be the end.  The ruled will become the rulers, the served will become the servants (TNIV; “slaves” is likely misleading).
14:3-23. Two related pictures imagine the death of the Babylonian king.  Verses 3-11 are a pretend funeral dirge to lament this death, portraying the king’s arrival in the abode of the dead.  His victims rejoice at the security this brings; other world leaders comment on his ending up just like them.  Verses 12-21 then take up a Middle Eastern myth to portray his fall.  Each morning the Venus star (the “day star”) rises just before the sun but is then eclipsed by the sun itself.  In the myth, that suggested a subordinate god trying to become the top god but failing.  The prophecy turns this into an allegory of the Babylonian king who had wanted to be the king of the world, in effect to be God, but would be put down.  The reason for this is the king’s abuse of his own people (v. 20).  For “Day Star,” the KJV has “Lucifer,” which presupposed and encouraged the assumption that vv. 3-11 refer to the fall of Satan.  This corresponds to the meaning of the Middle Eastern myth but not to the meaning of this passage in Isaiah, where the myth has become a parable, a way of picturing the historical event of the king’s pretensions and his fall.
14:24-27 Assyria

In Isaiah’s own day, this is the empire that matters.  The prophecy again speaks in terms of “the whole earth” and “all the nations,” showing how Yahweh’s dealings with one empire express Yahweh’s intentions for the whole world’s history.  This declaration concerning Assyria indeed came true; so Yahweh could also bring to fulfillment the declaration concerning Babylon.
B Judah’s Neighbors (14:28 – 17:11)

After paying attention to the imperial setting of Judah’s situation, the book focuses down on the people’s nearer context.  It moves through Judah’s neighbors in a circle from Philistia in the west and southwest via Moab in the southeast to Aram and Ephraim in the northeast and north.
14:28-32 Philistia

The Philistines occupied an area on the Mediterranean including Gaza.  The link with Ahaz’s death (about 715) may mark this time as one of anxiety, and uncertainty about what policy changes a new king will bring.  Perhaps it is in this connection that Philistia is sending envoys to Jerusalem.  But the reference to a broken rod indicates that the context also includes the recent death of an Assyrian emperor who had invaded the area.  Philistia was more vulnerable to such attacks, being on the main route between Assyria and Egypt.  It may hope to get Judah to ally with it against the imperial power.  Isaiah resolutely opposes Judah’s substituting political maneuvers for trust in Yahweh’s commitment to Zion (v. 32b).  Perhaps giving Philistia this message even invites them to put their trust there.
15:1 – 16:14 Moab

The Moabites, Judah’s neighbor to the southeast, occupied the territory across the Dead Sea.  They, too, were inclined to try to get Judah to join them in rebelling against Assyria.  For them, too, Isaiah warns of disaster, but the message is designed for the Judeans to hear, again to bolster their resistance to talk of alliance and rebellion.  The passage brings together a sequence of originally separate poems about Moab, arranged so that portrayals of disaster (15:1-9; 16:6-14) stand either side of a more promising vision (16:1-5).
15:1-9. Once more, the portrayal of disaster hitting Moab does not describe something that has already happened, in the way that it happened, nor something that is to happen in the way it is to happen.  It is an imaginary scenario, a picture of what another invasion could be like for Moab and what its implications could be for the people.  In the aftermath of such devastation throughout the different Moabite cities and regions, people make pilgrimage to the land’s sanctuaries to mourn and lament there.  Paradoxically, Isaiah or Yahweh both cry out for the Moabites in their suffering and declare that there will be more.  
16:1-5. This invitation makes more explicit than 14:32 that Judah’s neighbors are invited to have recourse to Yahweh in the context of disaster.  They can bring gifts to the Davidic king and the God of Zion and seek their wisdom and refuge, fulfilling the vision of 2:2-4.

16:6-14. The reprised picture of tough love or loving toughness adds a note of rationale for the disaster, which lies in Moab’s majesty and self-assurance that need to be exposed.  At the same time, the passage again both grieves over the people’s suffering, declares that even this will not be the end of disaster, and adds that having recourse to their sanctuaries (to get their gods to protect them) will get people nowhere.  
17:1-11 Aram and Ephraim
17:1-9. Completing the circle around Judah, Isaiah comes to Aram and Ephraim (cf. 7:1-9; 8:1-4).  There is something shocking about the inclusion of Ephraim, which comprises most of the clans that were supposed to comprise Israel (they are called Jacob in v. 4); they are thus bracketed with a foreign people.  They are together with it them in their politics and they will be together with them in their fate.  As with Moab, one of the disaster’s consequences will be to convince Aram that its humanly-devised religion is useless (vv. 7-8).  
17:10-11. “You” is feminine singular, suggesting it addresses a city; the indictment implies an Israelite city that has turned away from Yahweh to use the methods of traditional religion to seek to ensure a harvest.  Is this Samaria, Ephraim’s capital?  Or has Isaiah turned round to address Jerusalem itself?  Or does either city have to ask, “Is it I?”
C The Empire (17:12-14)

At the center of this sequence of declarations about individual nations is one about “the nations,” which in the prophets is often a term for the imperial power of the day that comprises and controls many individual peoples.  This multi-national entity is pictured as thundering and roaring as it asserts itself and seeks to extend its tentacles over a little people such as Judah; but Yahweh will put paid to it.
D The Southern Powers (18:1 – 20:6)
Judah and its neighbors sat between the great powers to the north and east and the great powers to the south.  In Isaiah’s day an Ethiopian dynasty ruled in Egypt, so “Ethiopia” or “Egypt” refers to the same power.  Egypt was sometimes a threat to Judah, sometimes a resource it relied on as it played one great power off against another, sometimes a temptation as it could itself seek to get Judah to collaborate in resisting Assyrian power and domination.  Like the Moab prophecies, 18:1 – 20:6 set at the center promises of a positive future for Egypt, but frame them with warnings of disaster.  
18:1-7 Ethiopia

Isaiah was in no position himself to dismiss Ethiopian envoys seeking Judean cooperation in connection with their own political ambitions; his message is for the hearing of the Judean politicians who would actually decide how to respond to these diplomatic approaches.  Once again the political message closes by noting how these foreign peoples will come to recognize Yahweh.
19:1-25 Egypt

19:1-15. Initially everything is negative; Judah must not take Egypt too seriously as a potential ally.  Egypt was famed for its intellectual resources, and intellectual resources are also a political resource; Egypt has plans for its role in the Middle East and Judah is inclined to go along with them in formulating its own plans.  It is not surprising that Egypt ignores the fact that Yahweh also has plans.  It is sadder that Judah does so: see vv. 3, 11 (“counsel” is the same word), 12, and 17 (also 5:19; 8:10; 14:24-27; 30:1).  A major aim here is to get Judah to see that its own plans are based on false premises and that Egypt’s policymaking will let it down.  Egypt is destined to experience being under a “hard master” (maybe Assyria) rather as it had long ago been a hard master over Israel.  The Nile’s affliction also recalls the exodus story.  But the Nile was Egypt’s great pride.  Egypt never had to worry about drought like Judah.  But the resource Egypt thought it could always rely on will let it down.
19:16-25. Now comes a transition to looking at Egypt quite differently.  A bridge passage (vv. 16-17) continues the warning tone of vv. 1-15 and the theme of planning, but it is the first of five prose prophecies about features of “that day,” a day that lies beyond current circumstances, a time when Yahweh’s purpose will be fulfilled.  That need not make it a far-off day, but it is marked off from the present, as the message in vv. 1-15 is not.  On that day, confidence with be turned into fear, an appropriate stance to Yahweh (the words for “tremble,” “fear,” and “terror” can all have a positive meaning in connection with awe).  Egyptians will speak Hebrew and swear allegiance to Yahweh.  Yahweh will relate to Egypt in the same way as to Israel (vv. 19-22).  Egypt and Assyria will worship together; they will be “my people” and “the work of my hands,” like and with Israel.  Thus Israel will fulfill its Abrahamic vocation to be a blessing in the midst of the earth as it stands between them geographically and mediates between them.
After the exile, Egypt became a major center of Jewish life and thus a place where Yahweh was worshiped, and it was eventually where the Scriptures were translated into Greek so that Greek-speaking Jews and Gentiles could read them.  It was a major context out of which Gentiles came to believe in the God of Israel.  Nothing like vv. 24-25 came true, yet Israel held onto these promises and incorporated them in their Scriptures, apparently in the conviction that they were still true prophecies, expressions of Yahweh’s purpose that would be fulfilled one way or another.  They still provide a basis for intercession.  
20:1-6 Egypt and Ethiopia

In the context of events in 711 (also reported in Sargon’s own records), Isaiah makes more concrete his declaration concerning the defeat of Egypt and Ethiopia, and dramatizes it.  As Isaiah’s speaking Yahweh’s words is Yahweh’s means of implementing them (cf. 9:8), so is acting out what Yahweh intends.  The key point is again that it is no good looking for political solutions when the question concerns what Yahweh is doing and whether Judah is trusting Yahweh.  Isaiah need not have spent three whole years going about virtually naked (in the freezing cold of a Jerusalem winter); perhaps he appeared from time to time like that.  But perhaps that is to try to rationalize what he did and reduce it to something we can more easily envisage.
E  The Northern Powers, and Jerusalem Itself (21:1 – 23:17)

21:1-17 Babylon

21:1-10. In returning to the northern powers, again only with v. 9 do we discover that the first message concerns Babylon; “wilderness of the sea” presumably meant something to Isaiah’s hearers but it is a mystery to us.  Verse 1b describes the coming of an unidentified army, also conveying a tone of mystery and terror (cf. vv. 3-4).  Once again Yahweh is commissioning conquerors to put Babylon down (cf. 13:1-22).  This will apparently involves deceit; allies will turn into attackers (vv. 2, 5).  Elam and Media are beyond Babylon to the east.  Verses 6-9 describe the commissioning of a lookout on the walls of the city that sent off the attacking army, waiting for news to come of whether they have been successful; in v. 9b he declares that they have been.  Babylon’s fall in 539 would be a fulfillment of the vision, and v. 10 might reflect the way this is good news for Judah.  
21:11-12.  Dumah is an oasis near Babylon, perhaps inevitably sucked into the kind of conflict vv. 1-10 describe.  Here, people who fear a surprise night attack wait anxiously for the morning; the lookout reminds them that surviving one night only means facing another.
21:13-17. Dedan and Tema in turn are oases near Dumah, and Kedar is a people (rather than a place) in that area.  “Desert plain” is ‘ărab; these people live in northwest Arabia.  They too are apparently affected by these events and there is a need for people to have compassion on fugitives.  
Through vv. 1-17 there is no comment on rights or wrongs, on a just purpose being worked out in history.  The OT can sometimes see this in events, but does not reckon always to be able to see matters thus.  History is just the story of human powers fighting with one another.  Yet (vv. 16-17 indicate) these events in far off lands are all within Yahweh’s sovereignty.

22:1-25 Jerusalem
22:1-14. The audience might again be unsure what city the enigmatic heading refers to, but might assume it was another obscure foreign city, which has apparently had a narrow but rather ignominious escape from destruction (vv. 1-3).  Then they discover that the prophecy is talking about – themselves (vv. 4-14); see further chapters 36 – 37.  This section also presupposes that the great escape is not the end.  People have failed to learn the lesson from what happened.  As usual, Isaiah berates them for thinking they were responsible for their own destiny and not letting a crisis make them turn to Yahweh.  As usual, he puts the implications of their words into their mouths (they did not actually utter the words in v. 13b).  By simply rejoicing in Yahweh’s deliverance and not turning to Yahweh, they were signing the death warrant that would be delivered when Jerusalem fell in 587.  
Ironically, Jerusalem’s eventual captors are to be the same sort of people that in the previous chapter destroyed Babylon.  They will not actually be the identical people, but repeating mention of these people helps to underline a point.  In one sense, and theologically, Jerusalem is a city with a very different status and significance from all the other places in chapters 13 – 23.  But the unexpected incorporation of Jerusalem here suggests to its people that in a sense it is just another city.  It behaves that way, and it can get treated that way.  
22:15-25. Isaiah turns to a senior politician of the day, who is building an impressive tomb for himself in the city.  For his pretensions to this memorial, he will actually be cast out in ignominy, and replaced by someone else to exercise his important role.  But the last line gives the section a sting in its tale.  He will be no more a permanency, no more a leader people can finally rely on.  That is how politics is.  And these leaders’ fall also means the city’s fall, insofar as it depends on them.
23:1-18 Tyre

23:1-14. The declarations concerning the nations close with Tyre, south of modern Beirut.  Tyre, the great trading and maritime power to the northwest, and Babylon, the great political and military power to the northeast, thus form a bracket round these declarations.  The prophecy works by imagining peoples’ horror and astonishment when its trading and maritime power collapses.  Sidon, its neighbor, is naturally associated with it.  Like other powers, it is put down precisely because of its greatness, which causes it to be rather impressed with itself (vv. 9-12).  And like other powers, it is thus the victim of Yahweh’s capacity to make a plan and implement it (v. 9).
The old city of Tyre is a small island half a mile off the coast, in a very strong defensive position.  It is “the fortress of the sea” (v. 4), always hard to conquer.  It was better placed than most Levantine cities to resist incorporation into one of the great empires or engage in successful rebellion against a superpower.  Even Nebuchadnezzar failed to capture it (Ezek 29:17-18), and Alexander the Great did so only by building a causeway to the city.
23:15-18. Again paralleling other declarations, the last verses indicate that destruction is not the end.  Tyre can turn to Yahweh.  After the regular “seventy years,” it will eventually return to trading, but now dedicating its profits to Yahweh, supporting the worship of Yahweh.  The declaration presupposes that trading is rather like prostitution (it turns relationships into a means of making money?).  It is the old whore who will recommence her trade and so dedicate her profits.  Prophets can be brave in their imagery.
III About the World (24:1 – 27:13)

Through chapters 1 – 27, the geographical and temporal horizon keeps broadening.  Chapters 24 – 27 have a yet wider horizon.  They make little reference to concrete peoples or events and talk rather about the wasting of the whole earth, about the swallowing up of death, and about Yahweh’s dealing with cosmic forces of resistance.  They keep some reference to Judah and Jerusalem (e.g., 24:23; 26:1); their hearers are still the people there confronted by a world that ignores Yahweh’s expectations and purposes and by an empire with its great capital that abuses a little people such as Judah.
A.  The World Laid Waste (24:1-16)

24:1-13 A Horrifying Vision (i)
The chapters’ opening is dominated by a wasting of the world, from which no one is protected by their status or resources (the “now” in v. 1 is a logical “now,” not a temporal one).  The explanation (vv. 5-6) assumes that Yahweh has made known basic expectations to the whole world, and in fact made an everlasting covenant with the earth.  The passage refers to the Noah covenant or something like it.  The superpower does not need a special revelation regarding the basics of morality; these are written into being human.  It is humanity’s failure to live up to those basic expectations that leads to a curse devouring the world.  The language of curse also recalls Gen 3 – 4, though the word for curse here is different (strictly, it denotes an oath).

24:14-16 A Response of Praise and Dismay
The prophet hears voices responding with praise to the declaration that Yahweh will thus act (vv. 14-16a).  The passage does not indicate whose voices these are.  But the prophet is personally unable to join in, because of a sense of horror at how things are at the moment, pending this act (v. 16b).
B. Earth and Heaven in Tumult (24:17 – 25:5)

24:17-23 A Horrifying Vision (ii)
The second vision of total devastation briefly recapitulates the first (vv. 17-20), then adds another dimension (vv. 21-23).  Whereas the first confined itself to this world and emphasized how the calamity affected all sorts of people, the second adds reference to “the host of heaven” and “the kings of earth.”  The former stand over against “the LORD of hosts” and the latter stand over against the idea of Yahweh “reigning” (v. 23; in Hebrew “king” is melek, “reign” is mālak).  This links with a different way of describing the world’s sin.  “Transgression” is here pesha‘, which denotes rebelling against authority.  The prophet sees the world’s sin as lying in the way entities that were supposed to accept Yahweh’s authority actually rebelled against it.  There are such entities on earth; the passage assumes that there are correlative heavenly powers.  The reference to the sun and the moon perhaps links with astrological religions’ belief in the authority of heavenly powers, exercised via the stars and planets.  We can sometimes see that there seems to be something demonic (we might say) about the way human authorities behave.  Wittingly or unwittingly, they are in cahoots with something bigger than themselves.  But Yahweh will deal with this, too.  And thus Jerusalem will become the place from which Yahweh reigns (cf. 2:2-4).
25:1-5 A Willing Response
There is no equivocation about the response to that second vision (contrast 24:14-16).  The putting down of the heavenly and earthly powers proved Yahweh to be the refuge of the needy, amongst whom Judah could see itself.  Perhaps the implication is that the heavenly and earthly authorities are their oppressors.  Or perhaps Yahweh has proved to be the refuge of the needy by protecting them in the midst of the calamity that overwhelmed the earth.  Either way, even the strong and ruthless now acknowledge Yahweh.  The parallelism with “glorify” suggests that “fear” has the common connotation of “revere/acknowledge/worship”; once again there is good news as well as bad news for the victims of Yahweh’s judgment.  They come to see the truth and acknowledge it.
C.  The World Rejoicing, Moab Humiliated (25:6 – 26:19)

25:6-12 An Encouraging Vision (i)
Once again Mount Zion becomes a place for all peoples to come to, as Yahweh brings war to an end.  Its celebration thus eliminates the experience of death, grief, and mourning associated with war.  This makes possible a feast resembling a great festival such as Passover or Tabernacles, or the Israelite elders feasting with Yahweh at Sinai.  Such occasions were not confined to people who were born Israelites; foreigners in Israel who chose to become full members of the community could join in.  This celebration is more deliberately an occasion for all peoples (cf. 2:2-4), other victims of the power that is being put down.  At the same time, it is still special good news for Israel, because it removes the disgrace that has come upon Israel through its conquest by one empire after another.  Yahweh’s bringing peace to the world also means delivering Israel.
This does not remove from people the necessity to make their response to Yahweh.  While the banquet is for all peoples and Moab has already been singled out and implicitly invited (16:1-5), if it prefers to hang onto its pride and its own strength it will pay the price (vv. 10b-12).

26:1-19 A Response of Praise and Yearning
Whereas the responses in 24:14-16 and 25:1-5 come in the present, as reactions to what God intends to do, this response initially takes the form of a song that will be sung at the time when Yahweh does what the visions declare; it thus compares with 12:1-6.  But the response of praise (vv. 1-6) in due course gives way to a response of yearning for God to act in accordance with the vision (vv. 7-19), and this compares with 24:14-16, which contained two comparable elements.  When the people of God stand between God’s making promises and God’s fulfilling them, as we regularly do, then both praise and prayer are appropriate.
26:1-6. So Judah will be in a position to give praise for the strength of its city.  It looks so much less impressive than a city such as Babylon but is much stronger because Yahweh protects it (the word translated “victory” is yĕšû‘â, usually translated by words such as “deliverance”).  Once again the prophecy pictures Jerusalem open to other peoples.  The people who live there are to pen its gates so that any nation that keeps faith can enter.
26:7-19. But all this lies in the future.  In the manner of a psalm, vv. 7-8 go on to declare that we do believe those declarations, but they do not correspond to how things now are.  Yahweh is the God of mercy and grace (the word translated “favor” is the word for “grace”) and is therefore inclined to postpone the moment of putting down the oppressor, but if Yahweh does so forever, this just encourages people to reckon they can get away with anything (vv. 9-11).  Verses 12-19 then mix future and past verbs, but vv. 14-15 denote what will be true when Yahweh has acted (as was the case in 9:2-4).  Yahweh will have put down the nation’s foreign overlords in such a way that they will never come back to life and power, and thus Yahweh’s own people, which seems dead, will be brought back to life.  The image of death and resurrection thus concerns the death and resurrection of the people of God, as is the case with Ezekiel’s vision of the dry bones (Ezek 37:1-14), not those of individual.
D.  Israel Protected and Restored: An Encouraging Vision (ii) (26:20 – 27:13)

26:20-21. The parallel with psalmody continues.  When people pray, Yahweh responds, and psalms sometimes include this response (notably, Ps 12).  Here Yahweh responds to the reflections and yearning expressed in 26:7-19.  People cannot see any sign that deliverance is coming or that the moribund nation is going to be revived as the “lofty city” is brought down.  The prophecy declares that this is such a real and certain event that Yahweh’s people need to start being wary of its reverberations.  
Chapter 27 adds four more promises about how things will be “on that day” or “in days to come.”  Admittedly such expressions give the game away; they imply a disjunction between the present and the future.  Things that will take place “on that day” may be certain, but there is no sign of them arriving.  The people of God just have to live by faith that Yahweh’s word will indeed be fulfilled.  
27:1. First, Yahweh will complete the task of subduing the powers of disorder and resistance that was begun at creation, the powers embodied in the “lofty city.”  When the OT refers to “Satan,” it does not imply a figure with the profile of Satan in the NT, but when it speaks of Leviathan, the serpent, or the dragon, it can imply a figure rather like that (cf. Rev 12:9).

27:2-5. Second, the relationship between the vinedresser and the vine will be restored to one of protection rather than attack (contrast 5:1-7).  As NRSV understands v. 4, the vine itself will still need to make sure it generates no thorns and briers; but other translations take these thorns and briers to be attackers of the vine, with whom Yahweh relishes the idea of fighting.
27:6-11. Third, the vine will thus flourish and so the fortunes of the people will be reversed.  Israel has paid the price for its guilt, but that means it can now be restored; the destruction it has experienced means the forms of worship that offended Yahweh have been destroyed.  The fortified city (vv. 10-11) is presumably again the lofty city that symbolizes the oppressive superpower, as in 25:2; it has proved unwilling to face the facts about its position and about God’s expectations of it, and it pays the price, so that its oppression comes to an end. 
27:12-13. Fourth, Yahweh will bring the scattered people home from both ends of the world where they have been scattered so that they can join in worship again. 
IV About Judah in the Time of Hezekiah (28:1 – 33:24)

Chapters 28 – 33 comprise five sections all beginning hôy.  The exclamation resembles English “Hey” in drawing people’s attention to what follows, but it can have various nuances (NRSV translates “Ah,” “Oh,” and “Alas”).  Whereas earlier chapters have referred to king Ahaz, the background of chapters 28 – 33 is the situation in the time of king Hezekiah, who will himself eventually appear in chapters 36 – 39.  Isaiah’s critique of the people in the context of Ahaz’s reign in chapters 1 – 12 emphasized the way the haves were abusing the have-nots, though it also referred to the nation’s need to trust in Yahweh rather than in political alliances.  In this new context, the minor theme has become the major theme.  Ephraim has fallen to the Assyrians, who are now threatening Judah itself.  Judah is therefore inclined to look in the opposite direction for support, to Egypt (see 30:1-7; 31:1-3).  
A. A Covenant with Death (28:1-29)
28:1-6. This chapter takes its time about revealing its real agenda, the theme of trust that will run through the chapters (see vv. 11-12, 15-16).  First (vv. 1-4) it again talks about judgment on Ephraim, in a way that might be calculated to get the people of Judah cheering, though it also speaks about the way this will not be Yahweh’s last word (vv. 5-6).  What is odd is that by this time Ephraim has already fallen to the Assyrians.  Perhaps Isaiah is referring to people living in the capital, Samaria, who escaped deportation, or perhaps he is recalling a message he delivered in those earlier decades.  

28:7-13. Either way, the point lies in the way he turns to his own people to say “You are just as bad.”  His particular focus is the self-indulgence of the people who were supposed to guide people in the right way (vv. 7-8) and their related scorn for Isaiah’s message (vv. 9-13).  They see that message as too juvenile to take seriously.  It means declining to take adult responsibility.   But ignoring it will be their downfall.
28:14-22.  In making treaties or covenants with a nation such as Egypt they think they are safeguarding their lives but actually they are committing suicide.  Of course they do not see themselves as having made an alliance with Sheol, the abode of the dead, but that is the implication of their action in allying with Egypt.  They are bringing disaster on themselves; Sheol is where they will end up.  It is trust in Yahweh that is the key to security, whereas trusting in something else must rebound on the people.  Yahweh in person will bring that about.  It will be like a great act such as the one described in 2 Sam 5:17-25 and 1 Chr 14:8-16; except that this time Yahweh will be acting against Israel, not for Israel.  Isaiah notes that thus bringing calamity on Israel is an odd thing for Yahweh to do.  It does not come naturally to Yahweh.  The natural thing for Yahweh to do is be faithful and merciful.  But people need to be aware that Yahweh can summon up the determination to do the tough thing when that is the right thing.
28:23-29. Isaiah then speaks in the manner of the kind of teacher whose insight appears in Proverbs.  This is paradoxical in its way because Isaiah has been challenging people not to rely too much on human wisdom.  But he points out that the wisdom of a farmer, who knows when to plow and when to sow, and how to go about either of these, illustrates the wisdom with which Yahweh operates in Israel’s life (not surprisingly, because the farmer’s wisdom comes from Yahweh).  Yahweh plows, which is an unpleasant experience for the ground, but Yahweh also sows, and knows how to go about both.  The close of the chapter thus offers allusive encouragement after Isaiah has been once again warning of disaster to come.
B. Disaster Threatened and Averted (i) (29:1-24)
29:1-8. There is again some drama about the way the chapter unfolds.  First it speaks of Jerusalem as the city David camped against and captured, so that it became the city where Israel worshiped.  Now it is as if David is again besieging Jerusalem, except that Israel is David’s victim, and Yahweh’s victim.  Only here is Jerusalem called “Ariel”; the name sounds like the term for the hearth round the altar where animals were burned in sacrifice.  So the whole city is going to be consumed by fire.  Except that at the last minute Yahweh reprieves it, changes sides, and defeats its attackers.  The warning and promise correspond to two sides of Yahweh’s relationship with Israel.  The people’s faithlessness means Yahweh has to take action against it, but Yahweh’s faithfulness means Yahweh has to be merciful to it in the end.
29:9-16. The faithlessness and the imperative of chastisement are developed, with further paradox and an awareness of the mystery of human willfulness.  The people are blind and deaf to what Yahweh is doing.  They will not see the truth; indeed they seem unable to do so.  What stops them?  It is their own unwillingness to see and hear.   Yet a person cannot help being blind and deaf.  And Yahweh has already told Isaiah that he is to be the means of making them deaf and blind; it is part of the punishment for their turning away from Yahweh (6:9-10).  Yahweh is even behind the blindness of the prophets and seers who give false teaching; that is also part of the community’s punishment.  The people are engaged in their joyful worship, they know all the words to sing, but their true attitude as expressed in their life does not correspond to what the words say.  In the OT, the heart usually refers not to the emotions but to what we would call the mind, the inward person forming attitudes and making decisions about how to live.  So the people’s hearts being far from Yahweh when they worship means there is a mismatch between their worship, which might be full of enthusiasm, and the priorities and mind-set that determine their life.  In worship they acknowledge Yahweh’s wisdom, but in life they live on the basis of their own wisdom.  As in 28:15, they may not literally say that Yahweh has no understanding, but that is the implication of the way they decide for themselves how to run their political affairs.
29:17-24. In turn, the divine faithfulness and mercy come into focus again.  Forest becoming farmland and farmland becoming forest is perhaps another image for the way Yahweh’s wisdom knows the way and time to move from one form of action to another (cf. 28:23-29).  The time will come when the deaf and blind will see, the needy have reason to rejoice, their abuser be put down, the shamed be honored, the faithless acknowledge Yahweh as the holy one.
C. The Wisdom of Relying on Yahweh (i) (30:1-33)
30:1-7. The context continues to be the Assyrian threat to Judah, but the focus moves specifically to the particular political policy in Jerusalem, seeking alliance with and support from Egypt.  Isaiah presses the scandalous nature of this action in two ways.  First, Judah is contravening the bond it has already accepted with Yahweh.  The words tell the story, especially the word “plan”: Yahweh is supposed to be the one who makes plans for Judah.  Second, Yahweh is supposed to be the people’s refuge, protection, shelter, shadow, help (cf. Ps 91).  Once more, the words tell the story.  It is blasphemous to treat Egypt as if it could have that significance (again, no doubt Isaiah is interpreting the politicians’ actual words), and this will not only fail but have the opposite effect.  “Rahab” (the name is differently spelled from the Rahab in Joshua) is another term for an embodiment of dynamic power asserted against God; it is especially associated with the Red Sea and Egypt (cf. Isa 51:9).  If Egypt could only live up to its reputation, it might be some use to Judah, but actually it will turn out to be too pathetic to do so.
30:8-14. In further expounding the nature of Judah’s rebellion and seeking to bring Judah to its senses, the prophecy invites them to see how their reputation for rebellion will haunt them forever.  Yet again the words attributed to them will be the implications of their stance rather than their actual words, but v. 11b is especially chilling.  And yet again Isaiah sees them as involved in blasphemy, in “trusting in” and “relying on” something other than Yahweh: indeed, in oppression and deceit.  So disaster will follow.  Here this process is described not as requiring the direct action of Yahweh but as the natural outworking and inevitable result of their own action.
30:15-17. The principle is that deliverance and strength lie in… doing nothing.  It is very hard to get politicians to live on the basis of that theory.  Their position involves them in seeking to take what they see as responsible action, but events will turn their aims upside down.  

30:18. NRSV’s layout of the chapter reflects the place of v. 18 as its hinge, and the content of the verse reflects Isaiah’s frequent paradox.  The people’s policies mean Yahweh is holding back from showing grace.  Yet there is another logic afoot that means Yahweh will indeed show them compassion, one way or another.  Yahweh is a God of justice – that is, one who takes the right kind of decisive action.  So the negative waiting on Yahweh’s part is paired with an encouragement to a positive waiting on the people’s part.
30:19-22. The content or basis for hope is expressed in three ways.  First, the people’s relationship with Yahweh will be put back on its proper footing.  At the moment they do not turn to Yahweh when they are under pressure, and therefore even if they do, Yahweh may not answer.  They do not heed Yahweh’s teaching and instruction but are inclined to look to images for that, and therefore Yahweh does not give any teaching or instruction.  All this will be put right.  
30:23-26. Second, the practicalities of their life will work out.   We might be surprised that this idyllic picture is interrupted by the reference to slaughter and towers falling, but the people’s restoration requires these events.  
30:27-33. This is developed, thirdly, in the promise of Assyria’s downfall.  Only then will Judah be able to enjoy that full life.  A people oppressed or simply controlled by an imperial powers know that putting down the imperial power is vital to its future.
D. The Wisdom of Relying on Yahweh (ii); Disaster Threatened and Averted (ii) (31:1 – 32:20)
These two chapters are about the same length as chapters 28, 29, 30, and 33, and they have one hôy in 31:1 to introduce them; that suggests they belong together.  
31:1-9. They begin by re-expressing the challenges in 29:1-8 and 30:1-7.  In relation to 30:1-7, they again make the point by their talk of trust, reliance, wisdom and help; Judah associates these with its Egyptian policy rather than with Yahweh.  Verse 3 reformulates the point by an instructive contrast of “human-God” and “flesh-spirit.”  In Paul, the latter would imply the sinfulness of the flesh, but in the OT, “flesh” simply suggests weakness over against the dynamic power of the spirit of God.  Refusal to recognize this reality will mean Yahweh swooping down on Jerusalem like a lion or vulture (vv. 4-5).  But then as in 29:1-8 the attacker suddenly becomes the protector.  Once again Isaiah is handling both the necessity for Yahweh to act against Jerusalem and the necessity for Yahweh to deliver it.  Related to this is the necessity for Judah to turn to Yahweh (vv. 6-7).  This may have to be a response to Yahweh’s act of deliverance, not a reason for it; the deliverance issues simply from Yahweh’s mercy (vv. 8-9).
32:1-8. One thing Judah needs is decent leadership that will pull it away from the lifestyle that makes Yahweh take it within an ace of destruction.  Yahweh promises to generate that.  Decent leadership is characterized as being protective of the weak, discerning in making decisions (that is, the decisions take God into account), and encouraging the community to recognize villainy as villainy and goodness as goodness.  That will transform the society.
32:9-14. Whereas the willfulness that 31:1 – 32:8 presupposes will be especially that of the men who are the leaders in the society, vv. 9-14 turn to their wives, who generally have little opportunity to do anything but enjoy the fruits of their husbands’ folly.  “Complacent” comes from the verb “trust” and thus takes up Isaiah’s recurrent critique of Judah; the women share the attitude of their husbands who reckon it is safe to trust themselves, their policies, or their allies.  They will find everything they trust in collapses.  In light of the catastrophe Yahweh is bringing, which will mean the end of their pleasant lifestyle, Isaiah bids the wives get ready to behave like mourners.  An invading army will destroy the fields as well as the cities and turn the cities themselves into wilderness.
32:15-20. Once again Isaiah turns things round.  Verse 15 marks the transition by means of another reference to the dynamism and power of God’s spirit, which can transform the devastated landscape, in every respect.  Crops will flourish again, and so will proper relationships in the society.  The nation will know the peace and security that the politicians seek by the wrong means, and trust (that word again) will be possible.  The last two verses presuppose the sense sometimes expressed in the OT that city life is really rather odd and unnatural and that people will be able to return to something more like the Garden of Eden.
E. Yahweh Exalted in Majesty (33:1-24)
Through chapters 28 – 33 the ratio of threat to promise keeps changing, with the stress on threat in chapters 28 – 29 and more of a balance in chapters 30 – 32, until here in chapter 33 all the stress lies on promise.  But the chapter does not develop in a logical way like chapters 28 – 32 because it works by taking up themes and expressions from throughout chapters 1 – 32 and turning them into a kaleidoscope of promise; there is no pattern to the arrangement of the pieces of glass or paper in a kaleidoscope (except the one produced by its mirrors).  Verse 2, for instance, takes up 30:18-19; v. 8 compares with 24:5; 28:15, 18; v. 9 repeats 24:4 and summarizes 32:9-14; v. 11 takes up 26:17-18; and so on.  These are only examples of the way specific words and phrases from chapters 1 – 32 recur throughout the chapter.
Chapter 33 thus rounds off chapters 1 – 33; we are indeed half way through the book.  And whereas chapters 28 – 32, like the earlier part of the book, have had a number of concrete references to times and people and places, here there is little of that.  This suggests it is more broadly applicable.  The opening words about the destroyer who has not been destroyed, for instance, can apply to any instance of such a superpower.  Within OT times, that covers Assyria, Babylon, Persia, and Greece, but it also covers superpowers after OT times.  
The chapter thus again promises that the superpower will not stand (v. 1).  It gives Yahweh the response and the testimony that Yahweh looks for but has usually not received (vv. 2-6).  It laments the experience of hardship that the people bring on themselves but then declares that Yahweh is rising to act (vv. 7-12).  It challenges people about the right response to that (vv. 13-16).  And it again promises a restored leadership and a restored city (vv. 17-24).
V About Ultimate Redress and Transformation (34:1 – 35:10)

These two chapters continue the promise in chapter 33 that Yahweh’s ultimate purpose will be fulfilled, but we have seen that chapter 33 closed off the first half of the book.  These two chapters also provide a double introduction to its second half.  Whereas there has been considerable confrontation of Israel for its waywardness in the first half, there is much less in the second half.  And whereas there was less encouragement of Israel in the first half, there is more in the second.  In due course it will become clear that this is because the second half mostly presupposes a situation when Yahweh has brought on Jerusalem the kind of catastrophe that chapters 1 – 33 have threatened and many people from Judah have been taken off into exile.  In light of that, now is the time for putting down Judah’s attackers and restoring Judah itself.  These two chapters introduce those themes.
Neither chapter has seen true fulfillment.  Both chapters have seen partial fulfillments that encourage readers to take them as true promises of what Yahweh is committed to, so that readers can continue to look for partial fulfillments in their own experience as well as ultimately true fulfillment.

A. Redress (34:1-17)

34:1-4. The chapter begins by summoning the nations to hear of the doom that is to come on them and on the heavenly powers that lie behind them (cf. 24:21-23).  
34:5-7. It then focuses on Edom in particular.  Edom is thus in the position taken earlier in the book by the Assyrian and Babylonian superpowers.  All are embodiments of power and aggressiveness.  They are unwitting servants of Yhwh in bringing calamity on Judah, but they act for their own reasons and they are subject to Yahweh’s judgment.  Edom was never a superpower but a power of similar status to Judah itself, with its heartland to the southeast of Judah and southeast of the Dead Sea.  But it gradually took over vast areas of Judean land over a period beginning in the seventh century and extending through the Second Temple period.  
34:8-17. Any restoration of Judah to the land Yahweh had allocated to it would require the removal of Edom (see the parallelism in 35:4); so this is action undertaken “by Zion’s cause.”  The action will give Judah its land back.  The chapter gives no reason for Yahweh’s anger, beyond the need to restore Zion to its land.  It simply declares that Edom will become a kind of sacrifice.  “Doom” is the verb hāram which refers to total destruction in connection with the Israelites’ takeover of Canaan, and suggests the devotion of something to Yahweh as it is totally taken out of earthly existence or use.  “Lilith” is a Mesopotamian demon or spirit or goddess; the idea in vv. 8-17 is that the land will be devastated in the manner of the Sodom and Gomorrah story and thus left for the wildest of animals and demons to inhabit.
“Vengeance” is nāqām, which does not suggest revenge but proper redress for wrongdoing (again see the parallelism in 35:4).  The destruction of Edom itself is not actually required to put right its occupation of Judean land; this action has melded into an act of final judgment on a serious evildoer.  In Roman times “Edom” became a code word for the Roman Empire itself, and the focus on Edom here, standing for the nations as a whole, perhaps already suggests it has become a kind of cipher for the evil empire.  That would fit with the fact that Edom is actually mentioned only in vv. 5-7; no doubt it is assumed in vv. 8-17 (see NRSV in v. 9) but its not being named encourages readers not to focus exclusively on this particular embodiment of aggressiveness but it see it as a symbol.

B. Transformation (35:1-11)

For Edom streams will be turned into pitch and habited land will be given over to wild animals, but for Judah streams will flow in the desert and the territory of wild animals will become habitable by human beings.  These two chapters thus mirror each other.  The deposition of Edom makes possible the restoration of Judah.  The chapter brings together four separate pictures.  
35:1-2. First, wilderness that grows only enough grass to support a few sheep will be transformed so that is resembles forested Lebanon or wooded and flowered Carmel; its splendor will thus proclaim Yahweh’s splendor.  
35:3-4. Second, Yahweh’s coming with recompense will mean deliverance from Babylon or Edom or whoever, and mean that in the meantime people who are discouraged by being in exile in Babylon or by being under the imperial control of Persia or by having lost their land to Edom can be encouraged and strengthened.  
35:5-7. Third, these great acts of God will also have the effect of breaking through the blindness and deafness in relation to Yahweh that Isaiah has lamented, and will cause people to jump and shout in praise.  
35:8-10. And the people who have been cut off from Jerusalem by exile or flight will be able to get back there safely, grief at their fate being replaced by joy.
VI About Judah in the Time of Hezekiah (36:1 – 39:8)

We have had some stories about Isaiah in chapters 6 – 7 and 20, but these chapters are the most sustained narratives in the book.  They are actually variants on 2 Kings 18:13 – 20:19, but they include more of Isaiah’s actual prophecies; 2 Chr 32 is another, shorter version of the story.  In each book the narratives have a logical place as part of the whole.  In Isaiah they link both backwards to what has preceded and forwards to what will follow (and in that respect they parallel chapters 34 – 35).  Insofar as they are about events in Hezekiah’s reign, particularly the political and religious crisis of Assyrian invasion, they link with chapters 28 – 32, which relate to Isaiah’s ministry in that period.  But insofar as they close with the prospect of exile in Babylon, they link with chapters 40 – 55, which presuppose the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy about that exile.
A.  Sennacherib’s Challenge to Hezekiah, and Isaiah’s Response (i) (36: 1 – 37:7)
36:1. The background of the story is the Assyrians’ desire to extend their empire to include Judah, which occupies a strategic position at the tipping point between the area of Assyrian control and the area of Egyptian dominance.  As chapters 28 – 32 indicate, Hezekiah saw alliance with Egypt as the lesser of these two evils, but he perhaps miscalculated the Assyrians’ determination.  Verse 1 summarizes their devastating achievement.  Only Jerusalem remains for Sennacherib to conquer.  Located on the top of the mountain ridge that runs north-south between the Mediterranean and the Jordan valley, it is less accessible than other cities such as Lachish, near the coastal plain.  And it is in a strong position on a spur of that mountain ridge, so that when an army gets there, it will have a hard time capturing the city; its best bet is to starve it into surrender.  
36:2-10. From Lachish, then, the king sends his commanding officer and his army up to Jerusalem and he attempts negotiations for the city’s surrender, shouting across one of the ravines that protect the city.  He points out the fallacy (as he sees it) in relying on any of the resources on which the king might rely.  
36:11-20. The king’s staff amusingly ask him to speak in the international language, which they understand but ordinary people do not.  That only prompts him to restate his case for the sake of the ordinary people who are going to be devastatingly affected by what happens.  
36:21 – 37:7. His staff report to Hezekiah, who knows the two things he must do; he is the model king in this story.  King and staff know that belittling Egypt is all very well, but the commander has made a fatal mistake in belittling Yahweh.  In a situation of peril such as the city is in, a prophet’s job is to mediate between the people and Yahweh by bringing their needs to Yahweh and bringing Yahweh’s word to them. 
X. Sennacherib’s Challenge to Hezekiah, and Isaiah’s Response (ii) (37:8-38)
The dynamics of this further episode in the story parallel those of the first, and it has been seen as an alternative version of the first episode (it is vv. 37-38 that relate Sennacherib’s return to his own land and his death, in fulfillment of v. 7).  But the text presents this episode as following on the first.  
37:8-20. The king indeed hears a rumor (v. 7) and goes off to pay attention to trouble elsewhere (the word for “rumor,” šĕmû‘â, usually means “report” and need not mean the news is untrue).  Meanwhile Sennacherib sends Hezekiah a message implying “I’ll be back.”  But his mistake is to speak even more disparagingly of Yahweh’s capacity to protect Jerusalem (vv. 8-13).  Hezekiah again knows what to do and how to press Yahweh to take action (vv. 14-20).  
37:21-29. Isaiah again brings a reply, which hugely expands on vv. 6-7 and is thus the dominant feature of this second episode.  The poetic message is formally addressed to Sennacherib, but it is a message to Hezekiah, designed to encourage him with the promise that Jerusalem is destined to see Sennacherib depart with his tail between his legs (v. 22) because of the mistake he has made in the way he thinks and speaks of Yahweh and of his own achievements (vv. 23-29).  Isaiah thus takes up characteristic emphases of chapters 1 – 12, including the declaration that the key factor in these events is not the planning the great Assyrian king does but the planning Yahweh does, of which Sennacherib is the unwitting executor.
37:30-35. The prose supplement to the poetic message then addresses Hezekiah directly.  Its opening presupposes the devastating effect that military invasion brings.  The army both eats everything that grows and makes it impossible to plant and grow for the next year, but normal life is destined to resume.  This might seem an unspectacular promise, but is actually a spectacular one, as is suggested by the declaration that the zeal or passion of Yahweh will accomplish it.  It means that a “remnant” of the Judean people who have had to take refuge in Jerusalem will be free to go out to take possession of the land again.  Verses 33-35 re-express Yahweh’s intention about Sennacherib, with the significant double theological rationale in v. 35b.
37:36-37. There follows a devastating disaster not harbingered by the words themselves, and then events that do fulfill Yahweh’s words.  Whether interpreters see this as a legend or an interpretation of a natural disaster or a literal report depends on their presuppositions.
XI. Hezekiah’s Illness, and Isaiah’s Response (38:1-22)
38:1-8. As is often the case, Isaiah mediates between the king and the heavenly cabinet, though (like the Psalms) the passage also assumes that the king himself can approach Yahweh with his pleas, and assumes that the object of that is not to conform his will to God’s (as Christians sometimes understand prayer) but to change God’s mind; and he succeeds in doing that.  A firm divine decision in v. 1 is changed by Hezekiah’s plea.  As the NRSV margin notes, the meaning of vv. 7-8 is not clear, though evidently Hezekiah was give some kind of extraordinary sign that Yahweh had heard his prayer.
38:9-20. Again, the prayer of thanksgiving parallels such thanksgivings in the Psalter.  Indeed, there is nothing in it that refers concretely to Hezekiah’s own experience, which suggests that Hezekiah is using a “standard” form.  Verse 9 could be translated “a writing for Hezekiah” and there is no need to reckon he personally wrote it; it might be more natural to assume that it was written for him.  Thanksgiving psalms are commonly dominated by a recollection of the straits that God rescued the person from, and this is a dominant feature of this thanksgiving.  Thus whereas it often looks as if it is describing Hezekiah’s current situation of suffering, actually it is describing how things were when he was sick and how he was praying then.  It also speaks of Sheol in the manner of a psalm, though in Isaiah this reference gets extra resonances from previous references to Sheol (5:14, this is where the nation is bound; 14:9-20, this is where the Babylonian king is bound; 28:14-19, this is the fate the nation thinks it can avoid, in Hezekiah’s time).  Hezekiah knew he was bound for Sheol and that there he would not be able to praise Yahweh for showing faithfulness in delivering him; but actually Yahweh has delivered him from arriving in Sheol before his time, and he can therefore praise Yahweh.
As one would expect if it is a prayer of thanksgiving, it sometimes addresses God (v. 17-19), but like other such psalms, it more often speaks of God in the third person because it is giving testimony to other people; this is how it opens and closes (vv. 10-11, 20).  The point about such prayers is to draw other people into acknowledging and trusting Yahweh for themselves.  That is reflected in the combination of “me” and “we” in v. 20, and in the comment about a father (the word is actually singular) and his children in v. 19.
38:21-22. The closing verses give further background to vv. 9-20 and 1-8.

XII. Envoys from Babylon to Hezekiah, and Isaiah’s Response (39:1-8)

Babylon’s two levels of significance emerge in the closing scene of the ministry of Isaiah ben Amoz.  We have noted that Babylon is both an up-and-coming power in Isaiah’s own day, but also one destined to be the superpower a century later.  Merodach-baladan’s sending envoys relates to that earlier time and to Babylon’s desire to encourage the various nations within the Assyrian empire to join in asserting their independence.  (Chronologically, the invasion to which chapters 36 – 37 refer thus actually followed on the events in chapters 38 – 39, but the non-chronological order makes for a good link between chapters 39 and 40.)  Isaiah is evidently unhappy with Hezekiah’s demonstrating his resources to Merodach-baladan; perhaps it illustrates the kind of false trust that chapters 30 – 31 attack.  Isaiah 39 thus makes explicit an ambiguity about Hezekiah.  In chapters 36 – 37 he shows just the right attitude of commitment to Yahweh; here and by implication in chapters 30 – 31 his stance is rather different.  And there is a further ambiguity about his response to Isaiah in v. 8: is it appropriately trustful, or rather cynical?  But in the wider context of the book, the significance of 39:6-8 is to prepare the way for chapter 40.
VII About Israel in the Time of Cyrus (40:1 – 48:22)

The background to chapters 40 – 48 is very different from the background to preceding chapters.  After Hezekiah’s day, the seventh century was dominated by the religiously bleak reign of Manasseh, who encouraged adherence to deities other than Yahweh and forms of worship very different from the ones the OT approves.  Toward the end of that century, Josiah attempted to take the community back to the kind of stance taken by Hezekiah, but in the long term he failed.  His own death came about as part of the process that led to Assyria’s replacement by Babylon as superpower, and politically speaking it was Judean rebellion against Babylon that led to a series of reprisals against Jerusalem, culminating in the city’s catastrophic fall and destruction in 587 and the exile of much of its population.  In the 540s, however, Babylon is in turn about to be replaced by Persia as superpower, and this is the context addressed by chapters 40 – 55.  These chapters speak to the situation of Judeans in Babylon and those left behind in Jerusalem.
A.  Introducing a Message of Comfort (40:1-31)
40:1-11. In chapters 1 – 39 Isaiah has confronted the people and warned them about punishment to come from Yahweh.  All was not bleak; the people might avoid trouble if they changed their ways.  Even if they did not do so and Yahweh did punish them, there could be comfort the other side of calamity.  Isaiah 12 thus spoke about comfort as something belonging to “that day,” the future day of restoration.  In the meantime, after the fall of Jerusalem in 587 (see 2 Kings 25), people lamented that the city has no one to comfort it (Lam 1:2, 9, 16, 17, 21).  
Isaiah 40:1-11 brings a quite different message from chapters 1 – 39 as it declares that the time for comfort has arrived and the time of punishment is now past.  Whereas Yahweh had said, “You are not my people and I am not your God” (Hos 1:9), now Yahweh says “my people… your God” again (vv. 1-2).  The prophet overhears an unidentified voice (one of Yahweh’s heavenly aides?) commissioning a great highway for Yahweh (vv. 3-5).  Another voice commissions a proclamation to Jerusalem that Yahweh is coming back on this highway, along with the people (vv. 9-11).  The presupposition is that Yahweh had abandoned Jerusalem (cf. 49:14), but is now returning.  The prophet is commissioned to proclaim this good news.  But the trouble is that the people are too withered by the hot breath of Yahweh’s wrath to be able to listen to preaching (vv. 6-7).  Yahweh’s response is to point out that there is nothing wrong with the prophet’s assessment of the people’s state, but there is something else that needs to be taken into account (v. 8).
The prophet’s message suggests that this is not Isaiah ben Amoz promising what Yahweh will do two centuries after his day but someone actually living in the 540s when the moment for comfort has arrived.  This is not Isaiah ben Amoz himself but someone who takes up his ministry in that later time.  This prophet might be with the exiles in Babylon or might be with the people who had stayed behind in Judah; the message would be relevant to both.  We do not know this person’s name.  We do not know whether it was a man or a woman (though a woman’s perspective is more prominent in these chapters than anywhere else in the Prophets).  We do not even know whether more than one prophet contributed to the chapters.  But these questions do not too much affect the chapters’ meaning
40:12-31. The opening to the chapters presupposes that the people will have a hard time accepting this message, and much of these chapters is a battle to get them to do so.  This starts in vv. 12-31.  The prophet knows that people are naturally tempted to be overwhelmed by the impressiveness of imperial power (vv. 12-17), of the images of peoples’ gods (vv. 18-20), of the rulers of the nations (vv. 21-24), and of the planets and stars that these nations reckoned determined what happens on earth (vv. 25-26).  In connection with each, the prophet declares, “Don’t you realize Yahweh is greater than that?”  All this provides anticipatory backing for the exhortation in vv. 27-31.  It begins by reformulating the idea of being like withered grass, and then summarizes the drift of vv. 12-26: Yahweh is quite capable of acting along the lines the prophet will promise, and this means that people who wait expectantly for Yahweh to act will find strength to walk that highway.
B. Yahweh’s Commitment to Israel as Servant (41:1-20)
41:1-7. Whereas 40:12-31 directly addresses Judeans during the exile, 41:1-7 addresses the nations around and asks what they make of a victor from the east.  In some ways the figure recalls Abraham (see Gen 14), in some ways Cyrus the Persian who is rampaging through the Middle East turning the Babylonian empire into a Persian empire.  Associating these two with each other suggests that both are part of Yahweh’s purpose being achieved.  Yahweh’s activity lies behind both.  The word “victory” is sedeq, which more literally suggests what is faithful and right (cf. 45:19; 64:5), so that it issues in deliverance (cf. 51:5); most often NRSV translates “righteousness.”  So Abraham and now Cyrus are the means through which Yahweh executes a faithful or right or righteous purpose in delivering Israel, which will indirectly be an act of deliverance for the world as a whole.  But it needs a special revelation to see that.  People’s natural immediate reaction to the political and military crisis of their day is a panicked attempt to prop up their religious resources.
41:8-13. Indirectly, of course, Yahweh was addressing the Judeans, and Yahweh now does that directly.  Whereas the arrival of this conqueror seems like a threat to other peoples, the fact that Yahweh is behind him means it is not a threat to Israel, because as a people they are Yahweh’s servant.  Being someone’s servant means being protected and supported.  The head of another household cannot get away with ill-treating you.  So Israel has no reason to fear anyone who oppresses it.  The exile might have seemed to signify that Yahweh had thrown out this servant (who, after all, had not been very committed to his master), but the passage reassures Israel that this is not so.  The assurance and security still hold.  
41:14-16. Indeed, the prophet makes that point in an extraordinarily novel way.  Isaiah ben Amoz wanted people to take seriously the fact that Yahweh is the Holy One of Israel; they risked this holy God bringing calamity on them.  Verse 14 also wants people to take seriously this identity of God, but it brings out a quite different implication.  Yahweh is the Holy One of Israel.  Yahweh is committed to this people as the Holy One.  The shared emphasis on Yahweh as the Holy One of Israel is one basis for linking prophecies by different prophets in the same book.
Indeed, the Holy One is “your Redeemer.”  A redeemer (gô’ēl) is the member of an extended family who has the resources to come to the assistance of someone in the family when they get into difficulties and might (for instance) lose their land and their independence, or when they have been wronged.  This person is under moral obligation to use these resources to help this vulnerable person to keep or gain their freedom and independence and rights.  Calling Yahweh Israel’s redeemer (restorer might be a better word) means viewing Israel as members of Yahweh’s family to whom Yahweh has that commitment, and intends to show it by delivering them from their overlords.  People in Babylon or among the peoples around Jerusalem will disappear.  Perhaps vv. 15-16 indicate that Israel itself will annihilate them, but otherwise these chapters do not speak of Israel being involved in war.  So more likely vv. 15-16 speak of the same mountains and hills as 40:3-4: the exiles will be able to overcome all the obstacles to making the journey home.
41:17-20. In the meanwhile, they are like people parched with thirst in the desert; vv. 17-20 have a background in the psalms that show Israel praying when in need.  When they pray like that (that is, when “you” do: indirectly Yahweh is still addressing Israel), Yahweh says, I provide abundantly for them.  Whereas Cyrus’s coming arouses panic in other peoples (vv. 5-7), Yahweh’s support means Israel’s rejoicing in Yahweh (v. 16b), and the result of Yahweh’s gift of abundant water will be the whole world’s recognizing Yahweh (v. 20).
C. The Servant Commitment Yahweh Looks for (41:21 – 42:17)
This section repeats the argument of 41:1-20 but takes it further.  
41:21-29. First, Yahweh asks another question about this victor, who can also be described as from the east (the literal direction across the desert).  Yahweh now poses the question to the gods of the other nations rather than to the nations themselves, and it is now a question concerning who said that this conqueror was going to come rather than about who made him come.  The point is that if you say you are going to do something and then it happens, it is a better indication that it was you who made it happen than if you or your representatives just make that claim after the event.  It is indeed the indication of really being God and not just a figment of someone’s imagination.  “Do good, or do harm”: do anything!  Yahweh had declared the intention to put Babylon down by means of the Medes (Isa 13) and is now doing so.  The other peoples’ gods had not declared that intention.  Further, the fact that Yahweh through Isaiah had given such evidence of being in control of events is reason to take seriously what Yahweh now says in these chapters through this prophet.  This is another significance of the prophecies all being in one book.
42:1-9. Second, the prophet returns to the image of Yahweh’s servant, again taking the argument further.  During the twentieth century, it was customary to link vv. 1-4 with some later passages that refer to Yahweh’s servant and call these “servant songs,” but this does not help their interpretation, and the passages make more sense when read in their individual context.  In 41:8-16 the master-servant relationship was an encouragement to Israel; here it is a challenge.  A servant is supposed to be committed to his master as the master is committed to the servant.  The verses outline the nature of this commitment, the role Yahweh’s servant is supposed to fulfill.  He is to be the means of Yahweh’s “justice” bring proclaimed in the world.  Concerning this word, see the comment on 5:16.  Proclaiming Yahweh’s justice means making known in the world the way Yahweh is making decisions and implementing them in order to take the world to its proper destiny.  To put it another way, Israel is to be a covenant to the people (vv. 5-9): that is, an embodiment of what being in covenant with Yahweh looks like.  It is thus to be a light to the nations.
The trouble is that Israel is in no state to fulfill this vocation.  Yahweh’s servant will not cry out or grow faint (vv. 2-4), but Israel in exile is doing exactly those things.  Thus we see the significance of another aspect to the movement between 41:8-16 and 42:1-9.  Here Israel is not actually named as Yahweh’s servant.  It is supposed to fulfill that role, but it cannot.  So the servant vocation is looking around for someone to fulfill it; and Jesus is someone who spectacularly does so (Matt 12:15-21).
42:10-17. Third, vv. 10-17 take up the image of the transformation of nature from 41:17-20, and makes this a topic for praise.  The verses resemble a psalm of praise, with vv. 10-12 issuing the exhortation to praise and vv. 13-17 giving the basis for it.  Yahweh has been silent and holding back from action but it now bringing about the tumultuous world events that will make Judah’s restoration possible.  The transformation thus goes in the opposite direction to the earlier one, but this is good news, and it will also bring about a correlative recognition on the nations’ part (compare 42:17 with 41:20).
D. The Blind Servant Whom Yahweh Still Intends to Use (42:18 – 43:21)
42:18-25. The tension between calling Israel Yahweh’s servant (41:8) and describing the role of Yahweh’s servant in terms that Israel can hardly fulfill (42:1-4) now becomes explicit.  Yahweh’s servant is deaf and blind (in fulfillment of Yahweh’s intention in 6:9-10).  The plan was to commend Yahweh’s teaching to the world through this servant (v. 21), but a people living in exile in Babylon or in the midst of devastation in Judah cannot do that (v. 22), especially when they still totally lack comprehension of what has been going on (vv. 23-25).  Behind this account of what has been happening is perhaps the people’s own prayers and protests.  “Why have you treated us thus?” they ask.  “There is a perfectly coherent answer,” Yahweh replies.
43:1-7. That confrontational response might have been expected to carry the corollary that Yahweh would discharge this servant and find another.  In effect this is what Christians have often reckoned God has done, seeing themselves as the replacement servant.  (If we were, no doubt we would also have been replaced by now.)  But Yahweh does not go with this logic.  In Genesis, Yahweh bade people such as Abraham, Hagar, Isaac, and Jacob not to be afraid when they were faced with a scary future; here Yahweh gives the same bidding to Jacob-Israel.  The present Jacob-Israel is in the same frightening position as the Jacob-Israel Yahweh originally brought into being.  Yahweh has not given up on the project initiated then, and will not do so.  At the exodus Yahweh gave up claims on Egypt and its associates in order to have Israel (but see 45:14).  In keeping with all this, Yahweh intends to bring the scattered people back to their land.
43:8-13. The prophet pushes the point further by repeating the challenge to the nations and their gods from chapter 41.  Another way to make the point made there is to say that these gods had no one to testify to their having spoken and then acted.  That is the role of Israel as Yahweh’s servant in its capacity as Yahweh’s witnesses.  The blind and deaf witnesses are going to testify to what they have seen and heard.  
43:14-21. The background to these chapters is the situation of Judah under Babylonian domination, with many of its people exiled to Babylon.  Yet only now is Babylon actually mentioned for the first time.  In making explicit that Yahweh intends to send to Babylon to put the superpower down, the prophet in effect promises an act that will be like the exodus, but then tells people to forget about former events like that because what Yahweh intends to do now will eclipse what Yahweh did then.
E. The Servant Who Made Yahweh Serve (43:22 – 44:23)
43:22-28.  The argument of 42:18 – 43:21 is repeated but taken further, as happened between 41:1-20 and 41:21 – 42:17.  So this accusation, or rather self-defense, corresponds to that in 42:18-25.  The language of 43:26 implies that Israel is trying to take Yahweh to court, and 43:28 suggests the charge Israel is bringing (the “princes of the sanctuary” could be any “sacred leaders” in Jerusalem).  “Yes, I did do that,” says Yahweh, “and I had every reason.”  Further, since the fall of Jerusalem the people have not been calling on Yahweh to restore them, even though they did not have to offer sacrifices, because the temple has been destroyed (vv. 22-23).  Literally, they have not had to “serve” Yahweh in this way, though they have made Yahweh serve them – it is their sins that they have presented to Yahweh.  Talking thus of “serving” ironically takes up the “servant” language of (e.g.) 42:1; 43:10.  Against all this background, v. 25 makes an extraordinary statement of grace.
44:1-5.  That note continues in the passage corresponding to 43:1-7.  The new promise it adds is the confession of Yahweh described in v. 5.  The language might imply Israelites owning their allegiance to Yahweh or other peoples coming to acknowledge Yahweh.  The latter will be more explicit in (e.g.) 45:14-17, but the former would be significant in itself given the implication that in the context of exile many people had lost faith in Yahweh.
44:6-23.  First, vv. 6-8 expand on the claims and argument of 43:8-13, with the most unequivocal declaration that Yahweh is the only God.  It is not merely a statement about monotheism.  It does not merely say that there is only one God.  Its point is that Yahweh is the only God.  The gods of Babylon with whom the Judeans were inclined to be impressed are not worth being impressed by.  And the key evidence of this is that Yahweh alone has been demonstrating the capacity to declare what will happen, so that Yahweh’s witnesses can then say, “You see: Yahweh said this would happen, and it has.”  Talk in terms of mere “prediction” misses the point, which is rather that Yahweh can declare what will happen because of being the one who makes it happen.
The main body of this section (vv. 9-20) then forms much the most extensive of the series of polemics against making images that appears in Isa 40 – 55.  Through the centuries before the exile, Israel was always tempted to make images of Yahweh in the way that other peoples made images of their gods, and also to make images of those other gods.  It is spiritually encouraging to have something visible that represents the deity and gives its worshipers a sense of the deity’s presence.  In Babylon that temptation would take a new form as people were impressed by the magnificent images of the Babylonian gods.  In theory no one would ever think that the image was the deity; they knew that El or Marduk (or Yahweh) was much bigger than that.  But in practice, that distinction could doubtless be hard to maintain.  Here the prophet largely ignores it and satirizes the nonsensical implications of image-making in order to wean Israel from their inclination to be impressed by images or to make images themselves.  A human being makes a deity, in between baking bread and cooking dinner, all in a day’s work, and then expects it to answer prayer?  Come on!
In closing the section (vv. 21-23), the prophet brings Israel back to thinking about its status in relation to Yahweh and the grace of Yahweh’s that 43:25 affirmed.  “Return” (šûb) is a verb commonly translated “repent”; it implies that people have indeed turned away from Yahweh to other deities and need to turn back.  But the order of events is significant.  It is not “return to me and I will forgive you and redeem you” but “return to me because I have forgiven and redeemed you.”  The renewal of the people and their relationship with Yahweh will not be complete until they return to Yahweh.  But Yahweh’s forgiving and redeeming is not exactly conditional on that return.  Yahweh’s relationship with Israel is not contractual.  Yahweh’s forgiving and redeeming is the inspiration for their returning.  The section closes with an invitation to the cosmos to give praise to Yahweh for this; it marks the significance of this moment in the chapters.
F. The Anointed Through Whom Yahweh Intends to Restore Jerusalem (44:24 – 45:25)
44:24-28. Yahweh begins with some extraordinarily full words of introduction to the declaration that will eventually follow.  These first reformulate earlier statements about Yahweh’s being Israel’s creator, the world’s creator, the one who is sovereign in political events and who thus fulfills the words of prophets such as Isaiah and frustrates the predictions of other supposed prognosticators (vv. 24-26a).  Then they once again apply that to the present situation and promise a new version of the deliverance at the Red Sea (vv. 26b-27).  But all that provides the lead in to a quite new statement (v. 28).  We have noted that although Babylon’s fall has been presupposed since chapter 40, Babylon was not mentioned until 43:14.  Similarly, Cyrus’s activity in bringing this about has also been presupposed, but only now is he named.  “Shepherd” is a standard Middle Eastern description of a ruler, so “my shepherd” would not be a very revolutionary way of describing Cyrus as Yahweh’s agent.  Yet prophets usually refer to foreign rulers as agents of punishment (e.g., 10:5-6).  A foreign ruler commissioning the rebuilding of Jerusalem and its temple is rather different.
45:1-8.  The prophet now resumes the announcement that Yahweh is about to say something, and in the course of doing so, incidentally describes Cyrus in more revolutionary fashion as Yahweh’s “anointed,”  the word that is Anglicized as “Messiah.”  In the OT this word does not refer to a future redeemer (the OT uses other words for that) but to an Israelite king such as David (or to an Israelite priest), who by his anointing is designated and authorized by Yahweh to fulfill that role.  Using the word to refer to a pagan king, as if the pagan king takes the Davidic king’s place, is extraordinary and unprecedented.  But the prophet declares that Yahweh will indeed give this king the kind of victories David had, even though Cyrus does not acknowledge Yahweh.  But Yahweh’s aim is that Cyrus and the world as a whole will come to recognize Yahweh as the one who brings about weal (shalom) for people who are being delivered, such as the victims of the Babylonians, and woe (calamity) for the people Yahweh is putting down, which is this context means Babylon itself.  (KJV has God creating “evil,” but this gives a misleading impression.)  In part, though only in part, all this does come true; Cyrus did in a formal sense recognize Yahweh (see Ezra 1:1-4), though not to the exclusion of other gods.  Poetically, the heavens and the earth are summoned to put this purpose of Yahweh into effect (v. 8).
45:9-13. The Judeans will be scandalized at the idea that Yahweh can use a pagan king like that.  The prophet thus acknowledges this and reasserts its truth.  Who are they to decide how Yahweh’s purpose should be fulfilled? 
45:14-17. The point is underlined by a new vision of the Egyptians and their neighbors.  The peoples who had Israel in servitude and whom God gave up temporarily in order to deliver Israel at the beginning of its story (43:3) will now come to recognize Israel and Israel’s God.  Yahweh had been hiding from Israel by letting the people be ravaged, but now Yahweh is reversing that hiding and delivering Israel.  (An idea of God as “the hidden God” has been built on this verse, but in its context the expression has this more specific meaning.)  NRSV treats the confession in vv. 15-17 as simply the prophet’s words, but there is no indication that the other peoples’ words closed at the end of v. 14 (there are no speech marks in Hebrew), and it makes better sense to take vv. 15-17 as continuing the peoples’ confession.
45:18-25. That spectacular series of declarations closes with another.  Yahweh denies having really been hiding from Israel (“in secret,” bĕsēter, is related to the verb “hide,” sātar).  Yahweh had always been speaking to the people; the problem was getting them to listen.  Once more the nations are challenged or invited to assemble, to admit that their trust in their gods with their images was foolish, but in doing so they are also challenged and invited to come to find deliverance with Yahweh, the only real God.   
G. A Vision of Babylon’s Gods Falling (46:1-13)
46:1-7. The prophet’s message continues to relate to the time when Babylon’s fall is imminent, and this chapter imagines what that will be like: in a panic, the Babylonian priests move the precious divine images away from the city to prevent their being destroyed or desecrated.  It was not literally like that; in the event, the priests changed sides and welcomed Cyrus (at least, according to Cyrus’s account on the “Cyrus Cylinder”).  But that just as definitively makes the prophet’s point about the helplessness of the images and thus of their gods.  Gods are supposed to carry you.  What is the point about gods you have to carry?  The prophet thus once again underlines the difference between these so-called gods and Yahweh, the only real God.
45:8-13.  The prophecies in chapters 40 – 45 have been implicitly critical of the Judean community during the exile, and have grown increasingly so (see 45:9-13).  They now confront it quite directly, and with a growing sense of urgency and frustration.  Yahweh’s act of deliverance is near; the closer Cyrus comes, the nearer it gets.  The fact that he is a bird of prey is good news for the Judeans, given that their overlords are his target.  But they are “far from deliverance,” in danger of missing out on it because of their rebellious unwillingness to recognize how Yahweh is bringing it about.  “Deliverance” is sĕdāqâ, virtually a synonym for sedeq (see on 41:1-7).  Thus one could say they are “far from righteousness,” as other translations have it, but what that means is that they are far from recognizing the way Yahweh is doing right by them.
H. A Vision of Ms Babylon Falling (47:1-15)
47:1-4.  The point is made another way by imagining Babylon as a woman, the mistress of an impressive household or a queen, who is losing her position and being turned into an ordinary housewife.  There is no inherent suffering or humiliation in the role she will have to perform.  The nakedness is the necessity to be divested of ladylike apparel in order to get down to work; her shame lies in the contrast with the position she formerly held, and “vengeance” suggests redress for the oppressiveness of her former rule.  
47:5-7.  The basis for her demotion lies in the lack of mercy that she has showed for Israel.  She was Yahweh’s agent in bringing punishment, but she behaved like a woman who did not care at all for an elderly person whom she ought to respect.  It is an indictment of her womanhood, because “mercy” or compassion is rahămîm, the plural of the word for a womb; it is the distinctive womanly virtue.
47:8-11. Like anyone in a position of power, she assumed she would be there forever, but she was wrong.  “Lover of pleasures” could give a misleading impression; she is simply someone who is naturally used to the good life of a person in a position of wealth and luxury.  But worse than that is her self-understanding: “I am, and there is no one besides me.”  Only God can say that (cf. 43:10, 13; also John 18:6), and a human being or a human power that thinks in those terms takes a terrible risk.
47:12-15. Part of the basis for her conviction that she is unassailable is her possessing vast technological resources that enable her to project what will happen and cope with it before it happens.  Babylon indeed possessed vast such resources that enabled it to project into the future on the basis of the movements of the planets and other information banks.  The prophet declares that all this will be exposed as futile.

I. A Final Challenge to the Rebels (48:1-22)
48:1-11.  The prophet’s confrontational stance becomes most aggressive here.  This begins by addressing the community in the terms that should apply to it and that it no doubt claimed, but then questioning whether it has a right to them (vv. 1-2).  The prophet recalls the way Yahweh has spoken to it in the past but now says Yahweh spoke in this way only because it would otherwise attribute events to its images (vv. 3-5).  Yahweh is saying new things now, but only because if Yahweh had said them in the past, it would have taken no notice (vv. 6-8).  Yahweh has been merciful to it in the past, but only to avoid looking stupid by destroying Yahweh’s own people (vv. 9-11).  The passage vividly illustrates the desperate way the prophet is trying to knock some sense into the community, sometimes by speaking encouragingly, sometimes by picturing the downfall of its enemies, but here by grabbing it by the lapels and trying to shake it to its senses.
48:12-19.  The confrontation now takes gentler form.  Familiar themes recur (vv. 12-16a): Yahweh as first and last, Yahweh as creator, Yahweh as the only one who had spoken of current events before they happened.  Here they are the backing for a final reaffirmation of Yahweh’s intention to make Cyrus the means of overthrowing Babylon.  This is re-expressed in another scandalous form as “the LORD loves him.”  That verb is the one that underlies the earlier description of Abraham as Yahweh’s “friend” (41:8) and it thus again closely aligns the pagan conqueror and the great ancestor.  The two of them have a parallel place within Yahweh’s purpose.  Verse 16b then provides a special introduction to the further solemn and striking words that follow in vv. 17-19.  Here alone in the OT does Yahweh say “if only” about something that has happened (Yahweh does say “if only” in Ps 81:13, but there about something that could still happen).  Alongside the aggressiveness of vv. 1-11 is a poignant divine sadness at the mess Israel has got itself into.  Yahweh is all-powerful, but does not treat people like puppets or children and thus cannot stop them making stupid decisions.
48:20-22.  There is a third challenge.  Babylon is about to fall, and the Judeans there need to pack their bags, mentally and emotionally, convinced that they will soon be able to make the declaration in v. 20b and encouraged by the way Yahweh looked after Israel on their journey from Egypt to Canaan; Yahweh will surely do that again.  But the chapter ends on a final confrontational note (v. 22).  Unless they turn from their rebelliousness and their resistance to Yahweh’s plans, they will not enjoy any of the fruit of these promises, any shalom, any flourishing and well-being.  This solemn note brings the first half of Isa 40 – 55 to a close.
VIII About Jerusalem in the Time of Cyrus (49:1 – 55:13)

There is continuity and discontinuity between chapters 40 – 48 and chapters 49 – 55.  The context is the same.  We are still on the verge of the fall of the Babylonian empire to Cyrus.  The prophet is still concerned to get the Judean community in Babylon or Jerusalem or both to wake up to the fact that these events are destined to bring about the freeing of the exiles and the restoring of the city.  But the focus moves from the former to the latter, to the restoration of the city.  Further, chapters 40 – 48 have made much of the place and calling of Israel as Yahweh’s servant, but they have exposed a problem about that which they have not solved.  Thus these chapters alternate between a focus on one or the other of those two issues; there are passages in which Yahweh’s servant speaks or is described and passages that bring encouragement to Zion.
A. A Servant to the Servant (i) (49:1-13)
49:1-6. The prophet once again gives a kind of testimony, at greater length than in 40:6; 48:16b, and thus more like Isaiah giving his testimony (6:1-13).  In its actual wording it more resembles Jeremiah’s account of his call (Jer 1:4-10); Paul will take up the same way of speaking to describe his own call (Gal 1:15).  The unfolding of this prophetic testimony further parallels the call of Jeremiah (and that of Moses) in relating how the prophet objected to the call, and how Yahweh overruled the objections; but here the objection is not “I won’t be able to do it” but “I have tried to do it and failed (though I still trust Yahweh).”  The testimony also parallels the description of Isaiah as Yahweh’s servant in 20:3 (indeed, 44:26 assumes that every prophet is Yahweh’s servant); this prophet, too, has that servant calling.  The prophet is called to be a servant to the servant.
What is novel here is that Yahweh also declares, “you are… Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”  What could that mean?  Verses 5-6 make explicit that Yahweh is still concerned for the people Israel itself.  So there is a sense in which the prophet is Israel and a sense in which Israel itself is Israel.  We have seen that Israel is in no condition to fulfill its vocation as Yahweh’s servant and Yahweh’s witnesses, yet Yahweh is still committed to its doing so.  But it has a long way to travel before it can fulfill this vocation.  In the meantime, the prophet is called to fulfill it, to embody what it means to be Israel and what it means to be Yahweh’s servant, and to do that for Israel’s sake so as to bring Israel back to Yahweh and bring about its restoration as a people (vv. 5a, 6a).  That is not all.  By doing that, this prophet-servant will also be a means of bringing light to the world.  Perhaps that implies people such as the Babylonians hearing the prophet’s message; perhaps it refers to people seeing what Yahweh does in restoring Israel through the prophet’s ministry.  Paul sees this promise fulfilled in his and Barnabas’s ministry (Acts 13:47).
49:7-12.  We could see these subsequent promises to Israel as the prophet fulfilling this ministry.  The Judeans are people despised by their overlords (v. 7a), they resemble people in dark imprisonment (v. 9a), they are scattered in exile (v. 12), they are suffering (v. 13).  But Yahweh intends to restore them to honor (v. 7), the honor of being chosen, chosen to serve Yahweh.  “Slave” is the word elsewhere translated “servant” (‘ebed); the people will be taken out of this inappropriate service and restored to their proper servant position.  Reestablishing their land and nationhood will be a means of making them “a covenant to the people,” the people in the world in general, the intention announced in 42:6-7.  It will make them an embodiment of what it means to have Yahweh in covenant with you.  
49:13.  All that will be reason for celebration.
B. Encouragement for Zion (i) (49:14 – 50:3)
49:14. Jerusalem-Zion had a prominent place in 40:1-11 but has since been largely in the shadows.  The focus has been on the events that will bring Babylon’s downfall and immediately affect the Judeans living there.  But these are also the events that will make possible Jerusalem’s restoration.  That claim is no more believable in Jerusalem than it is in Babylon.  
49:15 – 50:3.  Yahweh has four responses to the charge in v. 14.  Necessarily, perhaps, they amount simply to further promises of what Yahweh intends now to do.  There is no evidence that can be given except the evidence of who Yahweh is.  First (49:15-21), it really is the case that your people are coming back, so that instead of being devastated and bereft you will be built up and needing to extend.  In effect Yahweh says, “How could it be true that I have put you out of mind?  You know the kind of person I am.”  The prophet thus challenges people to look at Yahweh in a different way.  Yahweh is like a mother who cannot avoid motherly feelings for her child even if it goes off the rails.  And what Yahweh does will raise questions to which Zion will have no answer except that Yahweh has done it.  Second (49:22-23), imperial powers that are Zion’s oppressors will be turned into its servants, and that will convince Zion that Yahweh is Lord.  Third (49:24-26), the victims of these imperial powers will be freed as the powers themselves turn to fighting each other instead, and that will convince the world about who Yahweh is.  Fourth (50:1-3), Yahweh does have the power to bring all this about.  This final response also relates to that opening charge of having abandoned Zion.  Yes, I divorced her, says Yahweh.  You can look at her divorce certificate and see the basis for doing that.   But even divorce does not mean Yahweh is finished.
C. A Servant to the Servant (ii) (50:4-11)
50:4-9. One could say the prophet has been seeking to sustain the weary with word in 49:14 – 50:3 and throughout 40:1 – 50:3.  The weary are the Judeans in Babylon and/or in Jerusalem and the word is the message that has run through these chapters.  The prophet’s aim has been to try to keep them going in light of what Yahweh is doing and is about to do; it would be tragic if they are not ready to enjoy the fruits of it.  To this end, the prophet has needed to have the tongue of people who are taught (see NRSV margin at v. 4), a disciple’s tongue.  “Disciples” (limmûdîm) is the word that came in 8:16; the prophet is a disciple of Isaiah ben Amoz as well as a disciple of Yahweh.  It is only because of being a disciple and a listener that it is possible to be a speaker.  The trouble is that delivering this message has been very costly and not merely unsuccessful.  The attackers of vv. 5-6 might be members of the Judean community who opposed the prophet; perhaps they were people who had come to live successful lives in Babylon and did not want trouble to be caused by someone taking the side of its attackers.  Or perhaps they were Babylonians who could not tolerate that.  But the prophet is sure of vindication (vv. 7-9).
50:10-11. The point of that testimony lies in vv. 10-11.  It places a choice before the audience.  People must either identify with the prophet or with the attackers.  (It is usual to assume that the one who speaks in vv. 4-9 is the same “servant of Yahweh” as in 49:1-6, though only in v. 10 does the word “servant” come and thus confirm this.)  There is no promise attached to identifying with the servant; in the short term, at least, it will mean darkness not light.  There is a threat attached to identifying with the attackers.  They will find that their action rebounds on them.
D. Encouragement for Zion (ii) (51:1 – 52:12)
51:1-8.  This opening exhortation addresses people who “pursue righteousness” and “know righteousness.”  In what sense do they do that?  “Righteousness” is sedeq, the word also translated “deliverance” in v. 5.  As usual in these chapters, then, this “righteousness” is not a human characteristic but a principle of divine action.  It is Yahweh doing the right thing by Israel in delivering them from their overlords (see on 41:1-7).  The verses address people who are pursuing righteousness in the sense that they are longing for Yahweh to bring about that deliverance.  That is also the sense in which they are seeking Yahweh, seeking for Yahweh to act, and the sense in which they know righteousness and have Yahweh’s teaching in their hearts.  They know Yahweh is the only one who can deliver and they know that Yahweh intends to be revealed to the world.  They are seeking this, but they have a hard time believing in it.  So vv. 1b-2 reminds them of a reason for doing so.

The rest of vv. 1-8 once again reaffirms Yahweh’s promises.  Yahweh will comfort Zion (v. 3).  The parallelism in this verse makes clear that while “comfort” sometimes denotes offering words of encouragement, as in English, sometimes it denotes taking action to relieve people’s sadness.  Yahweh’s teaching will go out to bring light to the peoples as they see Yahweh’s “justice” at work.  On “justice,” see the comment on 42:1-4; vv. 4-5 as a whole are a concentrated reaffirmation of 42:1-9.  The cosmos could dissolve, but Yahweh’s deliverance will stand forever.  The people who revile Israel and who look so threatening and impressive will turn out not to be so.  
51:9-11. So let this process begin!  The words recall exhortations that come in prayers in the Psalms; they would then be the prophet’s exhortation to Yahweh.  But the fact that Yahweh is the speaker in the preceding and following lines suggests that here the words are a self-exhortation on Yahweh’s part.  Either way, they add a further basis for people to believe that Yahweh will act, that following on increasing the people from one couple to a multitude (vv. 1b-2), Yahweh brought them out from Egypt and through the Red Sea, defeating hostile forces there (on Rahab, see on 30:1-7).  Verse 11 repeats the promise in 35:10.
51:12-16. Israel therefore can give up its fear of its current overlords.  Yahweh can again exercise lordship over the sea, symbol of devastating forces that are actually under Yahweh’s control.
51:17-23. Encouragement to Zion now becomes exhortation as the exhortation addressed to Yahweh’s arm (51:9) becomes one addressed to Zion; the verb in v. 17 is a form of the same verb as 51:9.  “Arise,” says v. 9; “you need to rouse yourself, too,” says v. 17.  At the moment Zion is like a woman who has been knocked to the floor by disaster, a disaster brought about by Yahweh.  But Yahweh does not get stuck in disaster-bringing mode, and that stage in Zion’s life is now over.  Yahweh is now going to turn on the people who assaulted her.  It is time she got off the floor.  Externally nothing has changed yet, but everything is about to change, and she has to adopt a new stance in her head, ready for a new life to begin.  
52:1-6. That verb recurs again in v. 1 in the exact same form as 51:9.  Zion is urged to see herself as not merely able to get up again after being assaulted but as able to make herself look lovely again.  Her reestablishment is the converse of the fate envisaged for Ms Babylon in Isa 47.  And Zion will no longer be defiled.  The uncircumcised and defiling people might be Israelites who are uncircumcised in heart or might be foreigners who treat her the way vv. 3-6 go on to describe.  (Other nations that want to come to worship Yahweh will be able to come to the city, even though they are foreigners; uncircumcised and unclean foreigners will be the people who just want to destroy and defile it.)  
52:7-10. The prophet imagines that the process whereby the city is to be liberated is here, rather in the way Isa 46 – 47 imagines the process of Babylon’s fall as being here.  Isaiah 40:9-11 commissioned an announcement that Yahweh was coming back to Jerusalem, and here a messenger gives the announcement.  The declaration is that Yahweh reigns; one could translate the verb “has begun to reign.”  For some decades Yahweh has been letting Israel’s experience take its course and not intervening; now Yahweh is asserting divine authority again.  
52:11-12.  A final double imperative follows.  The Judeans in Babylon are to be ready to leave there as the city falls, dissociating themselves from the impurity of the worship of other gods and bringing back to Jerusalem the vessels that had been taken from the temple when the city fell, long ago.  It will be a new exodus, even better than the first exodus (v. 12).
E. A Servant to the Servant (iii) (52:13 – 53:12)
Yahweh here reverts to the way of speaking about a servant that appeared in 42:1-4; that is, the passage does not identify Israel as the servant (like, e.g., 41:8-9), nor does the servant speak as “I” and thus give us the impression it is the prophet (as in Isa 49:1-6 and 50:4-9).  So 52:13 – 53:12 is more a vision of a role to be fulfilled than a description of a person.  The fact that Israel has been described as Yahweh’s servant suggests that Israel might be being invited to see itself here.  But in 42:1-4, the description made it look like a role that Israel needed to have fulfilled for its own sake before it could fulfill it for someone else, and the same is true here; if Israel appears in the passage, it is as the “we” who have to come to a new view of the servant.  Yet the fact that Yahweh has kept affirming that Israel is still destined to be Yahweh’s servant means that it is indeed entitled or invited to see itself here, and the Jewish people has often done so.  The nearer context also invites us to see this as a description of the prophet, or at least as based in part on the prophet’s experience as described in 49:1-6 and 50:4-11.  Perhaps it is the prophet’s self-description in the third person, as when Jesus refers to himself as “the Son of Man.”  Although the passage sees him as giving up his life and having a tomb allocated, it need not imply that he is actually dead.  
But the focus lies on the role rather than on the identity of the person.  Whoever is Yahweh’s servant, this is the role and the promise.  One can see why Jesus found this a passage that played a crucial role in enabling him to understand the nature of his ministry.  The NT also see it as offering the church a way of seeing itself and helping it to cope with its affliction.

52:13-15. Yahweh declares that like both Israel and the prophet, this servant is someone who has been humiliated but is to be taken to a place of great honor and recognition by the nations.  
53:1-11a. The bulk of the description takes the form of a kind of testimony by people who had had to come to a new view of this servant.  He was someone totally unimpressive and dishonored, and people therefore thought he was under Yahweh’s punishment, as his friends though about Job.  But the fact that he took his affliction so silently made them realize they must be wrong.  He was sharing in their affliction when he did not need to; for instance, they were transgressors or rebels against Yahweh; he was faithful to Yahweh.  Indeed, he was experiencing affliction that they did not experience (cf. 50:4-9).  But the fact that he was experiencing trouble that he did not deserve but that came from his faithfulness to Yahweh opened up a new possibility.  Suppose he made the undeserved suffering that issued from his faithfulness to Yahweh something that he offered to Yahweh, “an offering for sin” like the offerings in the temple (the term ’āšām usually refers to an offering that makes compensation for wrongdoing)?  Perhaps that could counteract the faithlessness of his people?  
53:11b-12.  The close of the vision returns to Yahweh speaking and affirming that this will be so.  

F. Encouragement for Zion (iii) (54:1-17a)
54:1-3. The prophet goes back to addressing Zion with imperatives.  Once again the basis for the imperatives is something Yahweh is going to do rather than something that has already happened.  The imperatives invite the prophet’s hearers in Babylon or Jerusalem to imagine Ms Zion rejoicing now because she knows she is going to be surrounded by all these children – for instance, by the Judeans in Babylon who will have returned to Jerusalem.  
54:4-8. Behind that is the fact that her husband has returned to her.  Yahweh admits to having abandoned her and does not offer any defense for that here (50:1-3 has already indicated the kind of defense Yahweh would offer), but offsets this by declaring that this abandonment is only temporary and that its suffering will be eclipsed by the compassion and love Yahweh will now show.  
54:9-10. “Love” is hesed, suggesting “commitment,” and that promise is then undergirded by one of the very few OT references to Noah outside Genesis.  Yahweh’s commitment to Noah had a similar background to this commitment; people had proved incorrigibly willful and Yahweh had acted in devastating wrath, but had then sworn unconditionally never to do that again.
54:11-17a. Yahweh spells out the implications.  It will be as if Zion is not merely rebuilt with stone but with precious stone.  And the problem that led to Yahweh’s abandonment will not recur because her children will be turned into Yahweh’s disciples (v. 13; the same word as in 50:4).  NRSV assumes that shalom (v. 13) refers broadly to “prosperity” or well-being, but it also provides a lead-in to the promise of peace (vv. 14b-17a).  In the past Yahweh has been the one who stirred up trouble for Zion, but that will not happen again; therefore any threats that come will not emanate from Yahweh and will not succeed.
G. The Heritage of the Servants (54:17b – 55:13)
54:17b. Zion’s children, “Yahweh’s disciples” (54:13), are now also “Yahweh’s servants”; the expression comes in the plural for the first time in Isaiah.  Whereas 54:1-17a addressed Ms Zion, 54.17b now addresses these people themselves, in the plural, which suggests it is the introduction to chapter 55 at least as much as the conclusion to chapter 54.  Whereas a challenge to Ms Zion addressed them indirectly, 54:17b – 55:13 addresses them directly.  It is the closing challenge of this section of the book.  
55:1-5. People are seeking to take responsibility for their own future (for instance, by making images).  They need instead to look to Yahweh.  The rationale for that involves a restatement of the declarations about covenant and hesed, now given another new twist.   Yahweh had related in covenantal commitment with David in particular, but now there is no Davidic king.  So where is the hesed Yahweh showed to David (Ps 89:49)?  The answer is that Yahweh now intends to relate to and work with the whole community in the fashion Yahweh once worked with David.  It will now be the whole community that witnesses to the nations through what Yahweh does with it, and draws them to Yahweh.
55:10-13. So they are to “seek Yahweh” in the sense of looking to Yahweh for their future, and to give up their sinful way of resisting Yahweh’s thinking about how to take them to  their destiny (vv. 6-9).  Yahweh’s plans for this are certain to find fulfillment (vv. 10-13).
IX About Judah after the Exile (56:1 – 66:24)
The last eleven chapters contain no references to Cyrus or Babylon.  They focus on Jerusalem and paint in even more glorious technicolor promises about the city’s transformation.  They also revert to critiquing aspects of Judean worship and life.  It makes sense to assume that the book is arranged in roughly chronological order and that these last chapters speak to Judah’s life after the exile, the same context as Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.  Some passages imply the time before the temple has been rebuilt (see 64:11; 66:1), which would suggest the beginning of that period; others suggest a later stage.  The prophecies are arranged in pairs, in ABCDEEDCBA order rather than in linear, chronological order.  Reading them is like climbing stairs then coming down the other side.  
A. An Open Community and its Responsibility (i) (56:1-8)
56:1. “What is right” and “deliverance” are both the word sĕdāqâ, which in chapters 1 – 39 tended to refer to Israelites doing the right thing in light of relationships with one another (see on 5:16), but in chapters 40 – 55 tended to refer to Yahweh doing the right thing in light of a relationship with Israel (see on 46:8-13).  The beginning of these final chapters sets the two in relationship with one another, and their vital interrelationship could be seen as a motif that underlies the chapters.  The community is to do what is right, because Yahweh does what is right.  As usual, it is not quite the case that their deliverance is conditional on their right behavior; rather, the fact that Yahweh is committed to doing right by them is the reason why they must do what is right by one another.  But if they fail in their obligation, they cannot complain if Yahweh’s promise does not come true.
56:2-8. Observing the sabbath is a totally counter-cultural practice and one unique to Israel.  It is thus capable of being the marker of commitment to Yahweh, and if foreigners keep the sabbath, they deserve to be regarded as true members of the covenant people.  The same applies to eunuchs, who can make no contribution to the future survival and flourishing of Israel.  The passage makes enthusiastic promises to both groups whom some people in Judah might have been inclined to exclude from proper membership of the covenant people.  In light of 58:13-14, it likely also puts a challenge to such Judeans about their own practice.
B. Warnings and Challenges (i) (56:9 – 59:8)
56:9 – 57:2 Confrontation (i): The Leadership.  
This ironic invitation shows that in the Judean community nothing has changed.  Unprincipled people can again take advantage of the weak because the people who should protect the “sheep” are stupid, asleep, and preoccupied by self-indulgence.  With further irony, the fact that this must issue in calamity means that people who are its victims are fortunate, because they escape the calamity that must follow on this wrongdoing in the community.
57:3-13 Confrontation (ii): Dissolute Religion.  
57:3-4. There is another respect in which nothing has changed; people are still disposed to follow the traditional religious practices of the land.  Sorcery involves rituals of divination that are designed to discover what is going to happen, and then rituals to forestall any negative events that the divination reveals.  Adultery and whoring suggest unfaithfulness to Yahweh and/or religious rites involving sexual activity designed to encourage fertility.  People are inclined to be scornful of the narrow-minded faith that says one should simply rely on Yahweh in connection with such needs.  That makes them rebels against Yahweh and deceivers who pretend to be committed to Yahweh but secretly go in for these folk practices.  
57:5-9. Alongside the sexual rites, the prophet is scandalized by people’s willingness even to sacrifice a child to try to avert some disaster.  Leviticus 18:21 bans such sacrifices to the god Molech, and here the parallelism in v. 9 suggests that Molech was a god in charge of the realm of the dead.  
57:10-13. People will not face the uselessness of all their costly efforts to bring life into being or to ward off death (v. 10).  The result of Yahweh’s turning away from them in the exile has been not to drive them to return to Yahweh but the opposite (v. 11).  Yet the sacrificial nature of their religious commitment is not something that impresses Yahweh when it is so misguided (vv. 12-13).
57:14-21 The Alternative that Stands before People (i).

57:14-19.  Yahweh again speaks of the preparing of a highway, as in 40:3-5, but this time it is “my people’s way,” and thus it also compares with 35:8-10.  By no means have the people arrived where they need to be in terms of reaching their destiny.  But Yahweh is committed to getting them there.  Being majestic and holy does not mean being unwilling to associate with ordinary mortals.  Words such as “contrite” suggest a challenge to the hearers, though the word dakkā’ simply means “crushed,” which suggests that this is another promise that Yahweh will be present with people who have been afflicted and broken by Yahweh’s wrath, in order now to revive them.  So there can be real well-being and flourishing for them.
57:20-21. But if v. 15 does not impose upon them the requirement of contrition, this does not mean there is nothing expected of them.  The prophet repeats 48:22.  They cannot go on in the fashion of 57:3-13.  They have to choose.

58:1-14 Confrontation (iii): Fasting, Fraud, and Sabbath.

58:1-9a. The prophet here addresses people who indeed worship Yahweh.  This does not preclude their also being involved in the kind of practices critiqued in chapter 57; people often hedge their religious bets.  But the basis for the denunciation relates to their life in society rather than their religious life.  They are, indeed, religiously observant.  They seek blessing from Yahweh and celebrate what Yahweh has done for Israel, but there is a mismatch between their religious life and their life in society.  The prophet castigates the same attitudes as prevailed before the exile; for this period after the exile, compare Neh 5.  Instead of caring for people who have become the victims of circumstances such as poor harvests, by making sure they have enough to eat and somewhere to live, they take advantage of them as employees who have no way of negotiating for a living wage.  Now these people themselves are not flourishing, and that will perhaps be part of their rationale for not being too generous to the needy; they cannot afford it.  But it is because they are thus focusing on their own needs that Yahweh does not respond to them when they come to pray for Yahweh to restore their situation.  It is as they become more generous that they will find Yahweh responding to them.
58:9b-12. There is another classic way whereby people who are doing well ensure they do better, by defrauding others of their land (v. 9b).  Once again v. 10a sets against this the kind of attitude Yahweh expects, and vv. 10b-12 elaborates on the promises of restoration.
58:13-14. A further “if – then” challenge and promise follow, taking up the stress on the sabbath in 56:2-8.  While letting people have a sabbath rest is another way of treating them properly, the emphasis here lies rather on the significance of the sabbath as a sign of revering Yahweh.  This day belongs to Yahweh; people must not trespass on it on the basis that they can do more business that way.  The key to having something to eat is observing the sabbath, not ignoring it.
59:1-8 The Alternative that Stands before People (ii).  

Verse 1 suggests an allusion to the way people were praying: they were asking, “Is your hand too short to save, is your ear too dull to hear?”  No, that I not the problem, Yahweh replies.  Yahweh could raise a hand or lift an ear, but will not do so.  They cannot come into Yahweh’s presence to pray.  This is not because there are temporary ritual barriers between them and God such as are caused by contact with a corpse.  These can be removed by time and/or by a cleansing ritual.  The nature of their contact with death has generated barriers of the kind that rituals do not deal with.  They do not behave with shalom; so they will experience no shalom (v. 8). 
C. The Prayer that Needs to Be Prayed (i).  59:9-15a.
Nevertheless a prayer follows, which compares with prayers in other prophets.  Through being admitted into Yahweh’s cabinet (see on 38:1-8)  a prophet is in a position to mediate in both directions, bringing Yahweh’s word to people and people’s needs to Yahweh.  At the same time, putting this prayer in the midst of the prophetic message suggests that the prophet wants people to see the prayer as part of this message.  This fits with its content.  People pray as if they practice righteousness, but actually there is no justice in their paths (58:2; 59:8).  That is why justice and righteousness are far from them (vv. 9a, 14a) – that is, Yahweh is not acting in relation to them with sĕdāqâ and mišpāt.  Verses 12-13 and 14b-15a thus make the kind of confession that the situation needs.  Yet it seems that at the moment only the prophet is making it, on their behalf.
D. The Answer to Prayer (i).  59:15b-20.
When prophets such as Hosea and Jeremiah pray on behalf of their people, Yahweh is inclined to refuse to listen because the people themselves are not committed to reaching out to Yahweh in acknowledgment of their wrongdoing in the way that the prophet does on their behalf (Jer 14:1 – 15:4; Hos 6:1-6).  One would then expect that Yahweh would take the same stance in relation to the prayer in vv. 9-15a.  But it is rarely possible to predict what Yahweh will do.  Instead of again pointing out that that there is every reason for Yahweh to ignore their prayer (cf. 1-8), the prophet declares that Yahweh is concerned for them and is not pleased that there is no justice – that is, that no one is acting on their behalf.  The prophet thus takes the same stance as appears in chapters 40 – 55, which presupposed that it is no good Yahweh simply waiting until people themselves change; that could mean waiting forever.  Yahweh has to take action on their behalf and let that draw them to repentance.  The passage combines past tense verbs (which declare that Yahweh has made a decision and that the act is as good as done) and future tense verbs (which recognize that it has not actually happened).
Who did Yahweh think should be acting to restore Israel (v. 16a)?  Perhaps it is a Cyrus-like figure.  But in the absence of any such person, human or heavenly, taking action, Yahweh has determined to take action personally (cf. 42:13-17).  It is not so much a matter of attacking Israel’s enemies but of putting down Yahweh’s own enemies, people who oppose Yahweh’s purpose, with the aim that the rest of the world should come to acknowledge Yahweh.  Yahweh will the act as Zion’s redeemer or restorer (see on 41:14-16).  But this will be effective only for people who turn from their rebellion against Yahweh (v. 20).  Yahweh takes the initiative; but they have to respond.
E. Zion’s Transformation (i).  59:21 – 60:22
The center of chapters 56 – 66 is a series of promises of Yahweh’s glorious restoration of Jerusalem.  The events that followed the fall of Babylon had freed Judeans to return and had led to the rebuilding of the temple, but sources such as Nehemiah indicate that this restoration fell far short of the promises in Isa 49 – 54.  These chapters reaffirm those, in brighter technicolor.  In these first promises about a gathering of the nations and of the city’s children, the opening and closing sections (60:1-3 and 17b-22a) form a pair, as do the two central sections (60:4-8 and 9-17a).  The entire chapter portrays a great reversal for the city, specifically in its relationship with the nations.  
59:21. They begin with a divine commitment.  Yahweh makes a covenant with the people to keep speaking through the prophet and through the prophet’s successors.  Thus Yahweh promises not to stop speaking to them.
60:1-3. This opening commission to shine is a figure of speech.  The city cannot decide to shine, but it will do so involuntarily because Yahweh will shine on it and it will reflect Yahweh’s brightness, as Moses once did.  That will not scare the nations but attract them from their darkness.
60:4-8. The implications are spelled out in three main overlapping ways.  The nations will bring the city’s children (back).  They will also bring fabulous wealth to the city.  And this will be not only for the city in itself to enjoy; it will take the form of flocks and other gifts to enhance the worship of Yahweh.

60:9-17a. The three themes are elaborated.  The returning offspring will be so numerous they will fill scores of ships.  The nations that shamed, destroyed, and domineered the city will rebuild, beautify, and serve it.  Their resources will come to beautify Yahweh’s house.
60:17b-22a. The last section in turn elaborates on the first.  Devastation will be replaced by shalom (well-being) and sĕdāqâ (Yahweh doing right by the city).  The brightness of the light that comes from Yahweh’s being present will eclipse the light of sun and moon. 

60:22b. What is the cash value of these promises?  The last line again neatly hedges its bets.  Yahweh’s own person stands behind these promises.  And Yahweh will bring their fulfillment with speed.  Yet that fulfillment will come “in its time.”  When Yahweh decides this time has come, the fulfillment will happen in an instant.  But this does not mean the instant starts now.  Evidently the people who received this prophecy had enough experience of something they could call a degree of fulfillment of it (e.g., in Nehemiah’s building of the city’s walls) to believe that it was a word from Yahweh and not mere fantasy.  They then held onto it as a promise of something ultimate that Yahweh was committed to.
F.  Zion’s Transformation (ii).  61:1 – 62:12
61:1-4. A distinctive feature of this parallel account of Yahweh’s promises is the way the prophet speaks in person, as in 49:1-6; 50:4-9.  First comes a testimony of the one commissioned to proclaim the promises.  “The spirit of the Lord Yahweh is upon me” is an initial fulfillment of Yahweh’s earlier promise (59:21); “Yahweh has anointed me” is a more surprising description, because anointing usually applies to priests or kings (cf. 45:1) not prophets.  It is thus a distinctive way of claiming a divine commission.  It undergirds the message that follows.  The good news is that Yahweh is bringing redress to the city’s overlords and thus liberation to its oppressed people.   
61:5-11. Thus whereas other peoples have prevented Israel from offering proper worship of Yahweh, or have sought to do so (see Ezra 1 – 6 as well as the earlier story of the temple’s destruction), now they will make it possible for Israel to do so.  Shame give way to great honor, blessing, and joy.  Yahweh will take action to end oppression on the part of other peoples and to implement the covenant relationship (v. 8).  And for the prophet, proclamation to the people is accompanied by joy in Yahweh (vv. 10-11).  In praising Yahweh with such enthusiasm, the prophet is doing what Israel is destined to do, behaving even now as if Yahweh’s promises have been fulfilled.  The verses recall the nature of thanksgiving in the Psalms, not least in giving such anticipatory praise even before the event has actually happened (v. 11b).

62:1-5. Third, the prophet declares a commitment to prayer that Yahweh will indeed fulfill these promises, and to maintaining that active and out-loud prayer until that happens.  The verses pick up and elaborate the promises in chapter 54, including some utilizing of the similarity of the words “sons” (bānîm) and “builders” (bônîm).
62:6-9. As well as making a personal commitment to prayer, the prophet commissions other people who are to keep making a nuisance of themselves to Yahweh until the time of fulfillment comes, like the woman who keeps knocking on the judge’s door (Luke 18:1-8).  They are like lookouts in that they are committed to the city’s welfare and in that they are committed to staying alert at all times for their task.
62:10-12. Finally the prophet commissions some people to leave the city and construct a road.  The imagery is familiar (e.g., 35:8-10; 40:3-5; 48:20), but it is again reworked in a new direction (cf. 57:14-19).  The roadmakers are once more unnamed, but their road is specifically one for the people to come back to Jerusalem.  Moreover, other peoples are accompanying them and presumably (to judge from other declarations in chapters 60 – 62) making that journey possible.  As was also the case in passages such as 48:20, the declaration is designed to bring home to the people of Jerusalem that Yahweh really is committed to bringing its people back.
G.   The Answer to Prayer (ii).  63:1-6

As the chapters work their way back through their sequence, these verses correspond to 59:15b-20, though they also follow on 59:21 – 62:12.  The prophet imagines an anonymous questioner (perhaps a lookout) asking about an impressive warrior who arrives covered in red; this suggests blood, though it is literally grape juice.  Although he comes from the direction of Edom, this need not mean he has been fighting Edom; indeed, the last verse indicates that this is not so, unless Edom stands for nations in general (as in chapter 34).  The figure turns out to be Yahweh, who has acted to do right by Israel (ĕdāqâ, v. 1b)  put down these nations and thus redeem and restore Israel (see on 41:14-16) because no one else was doing so (cf. 59:15b-20).
H. The Prayer that Needs to be Prayed (ii).  63:7 – 64:12
The second prayer in turn follows; it is parallel to 59:9-15a but much longer.  Indeed, some time elapses before its prayer nature becomes clear.  Further, the passage implies that the temple is still in ruins, which may suggest the prayer originally belonged in the exilic period, before the time that forms the background to Isa 40 – 55.  Placing it here reflects the sense that runs through chapters 56 – 66 that the exile continues into what is often called the postexilic period.
63:7-14. It begins as a twofold review of Israel’s story.  First, it recalls Yahweh’s deeds at the exodus, though Yahweh’s hope that they would respond to such an expression of love was disappointed.  But Yahweh’s chastisement won their return and Yahweh delivered them again at the Red Sea.  Yet that raises the question why Yahweh is not relating to them in this way now.  Their experience in the exile and after the exile is very different from the experience the story of their ancestors relates.  The references to Yahweh’s “holy spirit” and “the spirit of Yahweh” are noteworthy.  The phrase “holy spirit” comes in the OT only here and in Ps 51:11.  It makes clear that the Holy Spirit was active in Israel, though the phrase is not a technical term in the OT as it became in Christian doctrine.
63:15-19. It is at this point that the passage becomes overtly a prayer, addressing Yahweh in light of that difference between Yahweh’s activity in Israel’s life at the beginning and Yahweh’s non-activity now.  As in vv. 7-14, the prophet moves between speaking as “I” and as “we”; once again, this is a prayer the prophet articulates on behalf of the people.  As happens in the Psalms, the first thing the prayer seeks is Yahweh’s attention; in a way this is all it needs, because if the people get Yahweh’s attention, surely everything else will follow.  So the prayer looks up to Yahweh’s heavenly dwelling and urges Yahweh to look down from there on what is happening to Israel, or what is not happening.  Their un-restored state means that their great father-figures would not recognize them.  If Yahweh is their father and redeemer/restorer and master, then there is action that should flow from that.  The typically bold nature of Israelite prayer is expressed further in accusing Yahweh of making them stray from Yahweh’s ways and hardening their hearts, as if they were Egyptians not Israelites.  Accusing Yahweh in this way risks the danger of excusing ourselves, but it does take seriously the fact that Yahweh is Lord.
64:1-14. The second thing a prayer asks is for Yahweh to act.  It is again typical of OT prayer that it is does not put that in concrete terms; while prayer is bold in the way it confronts Yahweh, it is reticent in telling Yahweh what to do, perhaps in the conviction that if it can get Yahweh’s attention then it can leave it to Yahweh to decide what precise course of action is needed.  So it asks for Yahweh to come in spectacular fashion and take action against the nations who oppose Yahweh in the world, who are Israel’s overlords.
64:5-7. The prayer once more makes Yahweh responsible for the people’s failure.  It was after Yahweh got angry and chastised Israel that Israel sinned (the prayer ignores the causes of Yahweh’s anger), so that the right deeds Israel might have done it no longer does, and it risks paying the ultimate price for that.  Yahweh has hidden and abandoned the people to their sins, so it is understandable if people have given up praying.
64:8-12. Again the prayer finally appeals once more to the fact that Yahweh is the people’s father.  Surely a father will care about his children?  But the subsequent appeal to the fact that Yahweh is also the potter suggests that the prayer takes up Yahweh’s own words in 45:9-11 and turns their challenge back on Yahweh.  Yahweh allegedly has the wisdom to know when enough is enough (cf. 28:23-29), but is Yahweh displaying that wisdom?  Yahweh has spoken of abandoning coolness, silence, and self-restraint (42:14-15), but when will this happen?
I. Warnings and Challenges (ii).  65:1 – 66:17

This further set of warnings and challenges balances 56:9 – 59:8.

65:1-7 Confrontation (i). 
Israel assumes that we can say what we like to Yahweh in prayer, but also that Yahweh has the same freedom in replying.  Thus this second set of warnings and challenges responds with a vigor and straightness that matches those of Israel’s prayer.  “What do you mean, ‘Look down from heaven’ and ‘turn back’?” in effect Yahweh asks.  “I have been making myself available to you all through the years.  It is you who have been failing to look to me and have been looking elsewhere.  You want me not to keep silent?  Don’t worry, I do not intend to.”  But the action will move in a different direction from the one Israel looks for.
65:8-16 The Alternative that Stands before People (i).

This will not mean indiscriminately destroying the people.  Yahweh affirms the intention to restore the people and the land, but for the first time (with the book almost over) speaks overtly about distinguishing between the faithful and the faithless within Israel.  We have noted that 54:17b for the first time in the book referred to Yahweh’s servants (plural), and the prayer in 63:17 appealed to the people’s status as servants (cf. also 56:6).  This chapter takes up the servants talk but suddenly applies the terms to a group within Israel, set over against those who forsake Yahweh (vv. 8, 9, 13, 14, 15).  It is the former who will enjoy Yahweh’s blessing in the land.  Being servants means responding when Yahweh summons; such servants are the kind of people who fail to respond and make up their mind what to do, how to worship, and how to find guidance (v. 12), so that the calling-answering, speaking-listening relationship does not work.
65:17-25 The Associated Promise. 
Once again Yahweh speaks in way that refers to the people as a whole.  Talk of a new heavens and a new earth (v. 17) came to suggest the creation of a new cosmos, but the present context makes clear that it is here a way of speaking of a new Jerusalem (v. 18).  Indeed, paradoxically, perhaps, the distinguishing feature of the new Jerusalem will be that it realizes the intention of Yahweh’s original creation, for humanity (vv. 20-23) and the rest of nature (v. 25).  Further, here the reversed calling-answering, speaking-listening relationship will work so well it will deconstruct (v. 24).
66:1-6 The Alternative that Stands before People (ii). 
Whereas the people have attempted to use the devastated state of the temple as a basis for leaning on Yahweh to take action (64:11-12), Yahweh again undercuts their argument.  The verses thus take a very different attitude to the temple from the contemporary one in Haggai and Zechariah.  Thus between them these prophets testify to the way having a temple both does and does not make theological sense.  Indeed, one might have thought that vv. 1-2a would exclude any divine dwelling among humanity, but v. 2b-4 rather rework the basis on which Yahweh chooses to live somewhere.  People who offer the right sacrifices (the first alternative in each line in v. 3a) can be no more acceptable than people who offer abominations (the second half of each line).  Once again Yahweh appeals to the calling-answering dynamic.  Verses 5-6 take further the motif of division within the community that appeared in 65:8-16 and make explicit that this is not a division between people who worship Yahweh and people who do not but one between two groups who worship Yahweh
.
66:7-17 The Alternative that Stands before People (iii). 
The book almost closes with a series of further promises of Jerusalem’s transformation, but these are now set in the context of the division within the community and these verses nuance what was said earlier about the transformation that the chapters have been describing by declaring that it will benefit only “his servants,” only people who are committed to Yahweh.
J.    An Open Community and Its Responsibility (ii). 66:18-24.
The book closes with the worldwide vision with which chapters 56 – 66 began.  Once again Yahweh declares that the nations will bring the scattered Judean community back to Jerusalem, but here the emphasis is placed on the gathering of the nations to “see my glory.”  To that end Yahweh will commission some of the surviving Judeans themselves to proclaim this glory and draw the nations into worship of Yahweh.  The notion of being witnesses (e.g., 43:9-12; 55:4-5) thus receives sharper profile.  Further, the role of priests and Levites will no longer be confined to Israelites; some of these Gentiles will be able to share in teaching and leading the worship in the new Jerusalem.

We would be inclined to think that this would make a fine close to the book, but to the very end it refuses to stop surprising us, ending with a warning that leaves us as readers challenged about our response (v. 24). 
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