The Theology of Isaiah 

John Goldingay
I find twelve dominant theological themes emerging from Isaiah (in this paper, “Isaiah” refers to the book except where the context makes clear that it refers to the eighth-century prophet Isaiah ben Amoz). 
  These are revelation via divine initiative and the mediation of a prophet, and the ongoing significance of Yhwh’s words; Yhwh as Israel’s holy one; the spelling out of Yhwh’s holiness in uprightness and mercy; Israel as Yhwh’s people, rebellious but chosen; Jerusalem as Yhwh’s city, also rebellious but chosen; the remnant of Israel, surviving by Yhwh’s grace and challenged now to be responsive; the nations as threatened by destruction but destined to recognize Yhwh; the destiny of empires and their kings; divine sovereignty and human responsibility; divine planning and human planning; the significance of the Davidic promise; and the day of Yhwh as a near event and a more distant one.  
1 Revelation
When theologians used to begin their systematic work with a consideration of revelation, this reflected more the issues of the Enlightenment era than the logic of scripture as a whole.  Yet Isaiah does begin with the heading, “The vision (hāzôn) of Isaiah ben Amoz which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the time of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah” (1:1).  The heading refers directly to the chapter that follows, but Isa 1 itself does introduce the book as a whole, and its own heading has implications in this connection.  On one hand, what we read in Isa 1 is a vision, something the prophet saw that not everyone could see.  The heavens opened and he saw visions of God.  More literally or more usually, to judge from this chapter, he heard God speak (1:2, 10, 11, 18, 20, 24).  Slightly paradoxically, the chapter’s colophon similarly describes it as “the word that Isaiah ben Amoz saw (hāzâ) concerning Judah and Jerusalem.”  What we read in Isa 1, and more broadly in the book that this chapter introduces, is not something that the prophet thought up in the way I am thinking up this paper, but something that presented itself to him.  He did not devise the words; they came to him.  He overheard Yhwh speaking, perhaps externalizing an inner reflection or making a declaration to the court in the heavens (“Children I reared, brought up, and they – they rebelled against me!” [1:2]).  
Subsequently, he speaks like a messenger who repeats the words of his master, “the Lord Yhwh has said this” (e.g., 7:7; 10:24).  There is a solemnity about being addressed by someone who comes with the great king’s authority and speaks with the “I” of the great king, as if he were the great king (cf. 36:4, 14, 16).  That is how a prophet speaks as Yhwh’s messenger, as if he were the Great King.  The opening chapter uses the less common yiqtol formulation, “Yhwh says” (1:11, 18), which in its way might be more worrying.  Yhwh did not merely say this once.  It is a statement Yhwh continues to aver.  The matter’s seriousness is underlined by other formulations the prophet uses.  He speaks “the word of Yhwh” (1:10).  His message is something that “the mouth of Yhwh spoke” (1:20).  The prophet transmits “the declaration (nĕ’um) of the Lord Yhwh Armies” (1:24).  The book’s opening thus suggests a revelation with the authenticity and demand of divine dictation.  “Yhwh Armies revealed himself in my ears” (22:14).  Sometimes one indeed has the impression that the prophet transmits words that he has heard Yhwh speak, like a stenographer who records the words spoken in court.  
Yet the book begins by describing the chapter not as “the vision of Yhwh” but as “the vision of Isaiah ben Amoz.”  A particular person here reports what he sees and hears.  Different people may all give absolutely accurate accounts of a scene they have witnessed, but their accounts may all be different and will reflect their angle of vision.  To the scene opening up before him, Isaiah ben Amoz brings an angle of vision that differs from the one Jeremiah or Ezekiel would bring to it.  Revelation comes via the human person.  
When the Rabshakeh repeats Sennacherib’s message to Hezekiah, he may sometimes pass on his king’s actual words, but he also engages in dialogue with Hezekiah’s staff, and continues then to speak as if relating the king’s own words.  He has the authority to speak on his king’s behalf in the way that seems appropriate in the context.  Even when he himself devises the words, he can use the “I” of his king.  His words have his king’s authority.  They are the king’s words, even though he formulates them.  Something similar is true of Isaiah ben Amoz.  Some of what he says represents what he overheard in the divine council.  Some represents what he formulated in light of what he has heard Yhwh say.  It is all his “vision” and reflects his angle of vision, but it all has Yhwh’s authority.

Further, while the prophet’s human voice is the means through which Yhwh’s word is uttered, the prophet’s human person brings a revelation of Yhwh in a broader sense.  Implicitly his name, “Yhwh-is-deliverance,” does that; it embodies his message.  His children’s names also do it (7:3 with 10:21-22; 8:1-4; perhaps also 7:14).  He and his children are signs and portents in Israel from Yhwh (8:18).  More physically, Isaiah ben Amoz walks around the city as Yhwh’s servant stripped of his clothes as a sign and portent of the coming fate of Egypt and Nubia, whose alliance Judah would therefore be unwise to rely on (20:1-6).  And in return, as the prophet who represents Yhwh, he gets treated in the way as they treat Yhwh (28:7-10).

If being a prophet means being identified with Yhwh in these chapters, in Isa 40 – 55 it means being identified with Israel.  When Yhwh gives the bidding, “Preach,” the prophet replies, “Preach what?”  Israel is withered by the hot divine breath of Yhwh’s wrath; how can it listen to preaching?  The analysis is correct, but the prophet has forgotten one factor: “our God’s word stands forever” (40:6-8).  When Yhwh says something, such as the words in 40:1-5, they have their effect, like the word Yhwh sent on Ephraim so that it caused terrible destruction (9:8-9 [7-8]), but now that effect is more positive.  So the fact that “Sovereign Yhwh has sent me with his breath” (48:16b) means that the prophet’s words will find fulfilment.  
In 49:1-6 the prophet gives a first episode of testimony to Yhwh’s working out the implications of that identification with Israel as the means of fulfilling a ministry.  We have learned from Isa 41 – 48 that Israel is supposed to be Yhwh’s servant, but is incapable of fulfilling that role.  But Isaiah ben Amoz had already functioned as Yhwh’s servant (20:3), and Yhwh has now issued the same commission to the prophet who speaks in 49:1-6.  “Yhwh summoned me from the womb… and said to me, ‘You are my servant, Israel in whom I will display my attractiveness.’”  The prophet is to embody the service of Yhwh that Israel is called to and still destined for, and thus “to turn Jacob back to him, to stop Israel withdrawing.”  The trouble is that this is a tough task, perhaps both because of the community’s resistance and because of Babylonian opposition.  Ironically, the prophet thus comes again to resemble Israel in reckoning that everything is pointless (49:4a; cf. 40:6-7, 27), but is able to undertake the argument with the self that refuses to settle on that conclusion (49:4b).  And further, Yhwh points out that being the means of restoring Israel will also mean being a means of Yhwh’s light and deliverance reaching the rest of the world (49:5-6)
There is more to the toughness of the task.  Being Yhwh’s servant means listening to Yhwh in the manner of disciples and doing what the master says, but that brings shame and persecution (50:4-6).  Fortunately there is also more to the toughness of the prophet (50:7-9).
Indeed, there is much more to the toughness of the task, and to the identification with the community.  In the vision presupposed by 52:13 – 53:12, the prophet is on the way to death (it is impossible to know whether this is where things are in “real time”).  The community initially assumes that this confirms its convictions about the prophet, but is eventually won over to the realization that actually this servant of Yhwh suffers for the sake of a ministry to them.  This then leads to the servant’s turning the undeserved suffering that this ministry entails into an offering to Yhwh, in the hope that this huge act of obedience might counterbalance or counteract or compensate for the community’s own wilfulness.  Not only is Yhwh behind all that; Yhwh’s own promise is that this suffering will not be the end.  The self-offering will be effective.  Horrific affliction will be succeeded by a spectacular anointing.  And the prophet will be the means whereby cleansing comes to nations and kings.
Regarding the prophet who speaks in 59:21, Yhwh subsequently promises the faithful that “my spirit which is on you and my words which I have put in your mouth will not be absent from your mouth” or from those of your descendants.  A first fulfilment of that promise comes in 61:1-3.  “The spirit of the Lord Yhwh is on me, because he has anointed me.”  Prophets were not usually anointed; anointing is the rite whereby a priest consecrates a king or priest.  Here Yhwh is the who anoints, and the declaration also takes up the promise in 52:14.  “He has sent me to bring news to the weak, to bind up the wounded in heart, to proclaim release to captives, the opening of eyes to prisoners, to proclaim a year of favour for Yhwh, a day of redress for our God, to comfort all who mourn, to provide for all who grieve in Zion – to give them a garland instead of ashes, joyful oil instead of grief, a praise garment instead of a fainting spirit.”  In other words, the prophet continues the ministry exercised by the prophet who speaks in Isa 40 – 55, as the community still experiences weakness, hurt, servitude, and abandonment by Yhwh.  The prophet’s task is thus to urge Yhwh to act in faithfulness and deliverance and also to commission other people to keep reminding Yhwh of the commitment to establish and glorify Jerusalem (62:1-7).
There is another facet of Isaiah that relates to traditional discussion of revelation and its relationship to scripture.  Isaiah 1 – 39 and 40 – 55 incorporate material explicitly addressing the eighth century and the 540s.  Isaiah 56 – 66 incorporates material implicitly addressing a subsequent context, perhaps the latter part of the sixth century, and the book may also include other material that implicitly addresses other contexts, such as the Josianic period or the fifth or fourth century.  Yet Isaiah is not simply an anthology of messages from Yhwh given via different prophets but one in which sometimes a message in one of the sub-collections within the book becomes the text on which a later message is based.  It becomes the text for a subsequent sermon.  In other words, within the book earlier material has become the recognized word of God on which later material preaches.  One example is the way 2:2-4 is taken up and nuanced in 42:1-4 (in this case as in others, the second passage may actually be earlier than the first, in which case the flow from text to exposition is the reverse, but this does not affect the principle; the framework of intertextuality helps here).  Another is the way motifs recur in the book, such as blindness (6:9-10; 29:9-10; 32:3; 35:5; 42:7; 43:8) or potter and clay (29:16; 45:9; 64:8 [7]) or the preparing of Yhwh’s way (40:3; 57:14).  The manner in which the sermon takes up the text varies.  In the first case it nuances it; in the second it says “Yes, but/and now….”  In the third it riffs on it; in the fourth, it reapplies it.  In each case it assumes that ongoing significance attaches to earlier words of Yhwh.  The revelation to the prophet and through the prophet has become a written text that can be illuminating for subsequent generations and invites them to reflect on what Yhwh is doing with them in light of it.
2 The God of Israel: the Holy One, Yhwh Armies 
In considering the substance of Isaianic theology, the obvious starting point is the book’s characteristic description of Yhwh as “Israel’s holy one,” which occurs in all three main parts of the book (e.g., 1:4; 17:7; 29:19; 37:23; 41:14; 55:5; 60:9).  Further, whereas it occurs thirty times in the Old Testament as a whole, twenty-five of these are in Isaiah (three come in the Psalms, two in Jeremiah).  So it is distinctively characteristic of the book.  Perhaps Isaiah ben Amoz devised it, or perhaps he adopted an expression already in occasional use, though in either case, the experience described in 6:1-13 may have led to his doing so.  There he relates a vision of Yhwh in the palace in the heavens and of seraphs proclaiming, “Holy, holy, holy, Yhwh Armies, his splendour the filling of the whole earth.”  The seraphs’ reticence, covering their faces, the shaking of the doorposts (?), the smoke filling the house, all combine to underline the scene’s aweseomness, and thus the significance of the declaration that Yhwh is not merely once holy, or twice holy, but thrice holy; not merely holy, or very holy, but utterly holy.  These accompaniments and reactions also point to the significance of the notion of holiness.  In itself it is not a moral category but a metaphysical one.  To be holy is to belong to a different realm from the everyday, the worldly, the human, the created, the this-worldly.  It is to belong to the heavenly realm, the supernatural world.  By definition, beings such as gods and angels are holy, whether or not they are very moral.  To say that Yhwh is thrice holy is to say that Yhwh is the ultimate in the supernatural, extraordinary, uncreated, heavenly.  
The point is underlined by the epithet “Yhwh Armies,” yhwh sĕbā’ôt.  This title is also characteristic of Isa 1 – 55 (e.g., 1:9; 13:4; 24:23; 28:5; 37:16; 44:6; 54:5), though it goes back at least to Yhwh’s “palace” at Shiloh, where it is associated with the covenant chest (1 Sam 1:3, 11; 4:4).  From there it perhaps found its way to Yhwh’s “palace” at Jerusalem, where Isaiah would have been familiar with it (as perhaps with “Israel’s holy one”).  The expression itself is somewhat enigmatic, as LXX’s transliteration sabaōth in Isaiah reflects, though its general point is clear.  In the Psalms, LXX renders “Lord of the powers,” though it is debatable whether grammatically the name Yhwh can thus be construed as construct.  Elsewhere LXX renders pantokratōr, “all-mighty.”  Either translation conveys the likely sense, if less vividly than the Hebrew, which points to Yhwh’s power as warrior.  Yhwh controls or embodies all forceful might, all strength and power.  That underscores the impression of the extraordinary and supernatural conveyed by the epithet thrice-holy.  Yhwh Armies musters an army for war (13:4).  “Yhwh Armies will attend on high to the army on high, and on the earth to the kings of the earth” (24:21).  “Yhwh Armies will come down to make war on Mount Zion and its hill” (31:4).  Yhwh is a God of war, raging and shouting like a warrior, shrieking like a birthing woman (42:13-14).  While the title “Yhwh Armies” does not occur in Isa 56 – 66, these chapters incorporate two further such powerful expositions of the image of Yhwh the warrior.  He puts on armour to give his foes their deserts (59:15b-19); he comes from the east looking like a viticulturist covered in grape juice, but the grape juice stands for blood (63:1-6).  Further, Yhwh is one who made war against Israel (63:10).
So warfare is not left to earthly powers.  Sennacherib reckons that he is the only military power in the Middle East.  And Hezekiah knows that “the kings of Assyria have wasted all the lands (and their land) and set their gods on fire (because they were not gods but the work of human hands, wood and stone) and done away with them.”  He therefore bids Yhwh to act “so that all earth’s kingdoms may acknowledge that you alone are Yhwh” (37:18-20).  
This might seem not a very profound acknowledgment, but it involves an ellipse that recurs in succeeding chapters.  To say that Yhwh is the ultimate supernatural, extraordinary, uncreated, sovereign, heavenly being is in effect to say that Yhwh is the only God.  It is misleading to say that this amounts to an assertion of monotheism; it is a bigger declaration than that.  Isaiah does not start from the question how many gods there are or whether there is a principle of unity behind reality but from the question who is God and from the unrivalled holiness of Yhwh.  There is such a difference between Yhwh and other gods that only Yhwh deserves the description “God.”  The terms “Yhwh” and “God” have different meaning but the same reference; both refer to only one reality.  
So to “acknowledge that you alone are Yhwh” is to acknowledge that you alone are God.  That Yhwh alone is God is evidenced by the story of Yhwh’s activity over the centuries, embodied in Abraham and Cyrus, and by the associated record of Yhwh’s speaking over the centuries about the events that were to take place then and are taking place now (41:1-7, 21-29; 43:9-13).  “I am first and I am last; apart from me there is no God” (44:6).  “I am the one, I am first, yes, I am last” (48:12).  As the first, Yhwh is the creator; as the last, Yhwh is able to declare an intention in history and fulfil it, and has done so, and provided the evidence of being such a God (44:6-8; 48:12-16a).  It is as the creator that Yhwh controls the army in the heavens, and as the creator that Yhwh is greater than the nations that seem to be in control of Israel’s destiny, than the images that the nations construct, than the kings who are so much more impressive than Judah’s, and than that heavenly army itself (40:12-26).  There are times when Yhwh has hidden and neither spoken nor acted, but such withdrawal is a reaction to Israel’s rebellion.  It is not Yhwh’s characteristic stance (45:14-19; 48:3-8, 16).

I am Yhwh and there is no other,

shaper of light and creator of dark, 

Maker of well-being and creator of adversity,

I am Yhwh, maker of all these.  (45:6-7)

Yhwh brings about the good things and the bad things that happen, the flourishing of Israel and its calamities, the victories and the defeats.  No one else is involved. 
Yhwh therefore contrasts with the images that Israelites and other peoples often take seriously.  The very process of their manufacture shows that they are stupid, or rather that people who take them seriously are stupid (44:9-20).  They obviously cannot do anything.  In theory, of course, people did not identify images with the gods they represent, but in practice, people do so.  And anyway, paradoxically, the images represent the gods very well.  The images can neither speak nor act; neither can the gods.  Isaiah 46 imagines the great Babylonian gods bowing down to be carried into captivity; their needing to be carried contrasts with Yhwh’s being the God who carries people (46:1-4).  You cry out to the images, and they do not answer; they cannot save you from your distress (46:7).

Further, the fact that Yhwh alone is God is reason why Israel has no business having recourse to any traditional supernatural and spiritual resources, as the book emphasizes at its opening and closing (1:29-31; 65:1-12).

3 Holy as Upright and Merciful

For Yhwh to be the thrice holy, the all-mighty God, can constitute good news or bad news.  Both implications are worked out in Isaiah, in a way that gives moral content to the metaphysical epithet “holy.”
Isaiah ben Amoz sees the powerful people in Judah as characterized by self-indulgence, confidence that they will be able to maintain their position, and refusal to think about what Yhwh may be intending (5:8-14).  But in his vision,   

Humanity has bowed itself down, people have become low,
the eyes of the majestic have become low.

But Yhwh Armies has become majestic in exercising authority,


as the holy God has made himself holy in doing right.  (5:15-16)
In this vision, the people with power and prestige in society are now the lowly.  That has come about because Yhwh has acted and demonstrated where real power lies.  The powerful are the people who should have been exercising authority in the right way, exercising mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ (cf. 56:1).  But instead of mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ, Yhwh found mišpāh ûsĕ‘āqâ, “pouring [of blood] and crying out” (5:1-7).  Yhwh has now therefore intervened to exercise mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ against them and for the ordinary people.  And it is in this way that Yhwh has “made himself holy” or manifested holiness (qādaš niphal).  Holiness manifests itself in mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ.  There is thus a positive aspect to this manifestation of holiness; it means taking action on behalf of people who are abused.  But Isaiah here focuses on its negative aspect (NJPS has “proved holy by retribution”), which is necessary if the positive is to be achieved.  
Yhwh thus also manifests majesty.  Isaiah 2 especially stresses the contrast between human majesty and divine majesty, and 3:18 – 4:1 adds its application to the women of standing in the community (compare 32:9-14 following on 32:1-8).  Yhwh’s action means that the people who look majestic have their majesty exposed as tawdry (28:1-4).  Isaiah emphasizes the great anger Yhwh can generate in this connection.  The phrase “for all this his anger has not turned; his hand is still extended” recurs (e.g., 5:25), suggesting how vast is the reservoir of Yhwh’s anger at people’s misuse of their intelligence and their power, their self-assertiveness and their self-indulgence.
In itself, Yhwh’s holiness and majesty appropriately inspire both trust and confidence and also respect and awe (7:1-17; 8:1-13).  The trouble is that the nation offers Yhwh neither.  Metaphorically speaking, Jerusalem is sexually immoral (1:21); it betrays its relationship with Yhwh by having recourse to other political and religious resources (2:6-22; 8:19-22).  Shrewd people in the society have appropriated a disproportionate amount of the community’s resources.  All this would make people shrink back from the majestic and holy God; Yhwh’s holiness and majesty suggest the taking of action against you.  Their connotations are threatening.  But for the people who have no power and are denied those resources, Yhwh’s majestic holiness is an encouragement.  

The encouraging implications of Yhwh’s holiness become explicit in a surprising way in Isa 40 – 55.  Here, “Israel’s holy one is your restorer” (41:14; cf. 43:3; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7; 54:5), “your deliverer” (43:3).  As its restorer (gō’ēl), Yhwh behaves like the member of an extended family who has the resources to come to the aid of another family member in trouble, for instance by helping them avoid or escape debt servitude and/or by taking action against people who have wronged them.  A restorer is thus a deliverer.  In a sense, then, describing Yhwh as restorer only provides a fresh image for the action described in Isa 5.  But there, the focus lay on the negative aspect to the restorer’s action.  The addressees were the abusers.  Here the focus lies on the positive aspect to the action, and the addressees are the victims.  But they are essentially the same people, or at least their descendants, who have the same personality profile as they had before.  Whether the prophet is addressing people in exile or left behind in Jerusalem, they are a people that had turned its back on Yhwh in variegated ways.  And the chapters make clear that nothing has changed.  So it would be quite reasonable for Yhwh to continue to “make himself holy in doing right” by leaving them to their own devices.  Instead, the holy one is acting as their restorer, relating to this mob of rebels on the basis of their being part of the holy one’s family.  
In the OT, the relationship between Yhwh and Israel can be described in covenantal terms.  But the trouble with a covenant is that people enter into it voluntarily and can get out of it.  Family relationships are different.  People cannot choose whether to belong to their family.  Family imposes obligations on us whether we like it or not; evading them brings terrible shame.  Isaiah 40 – 55 mostly utilizes family imagery rather than covenant imagery.  Jacob-Israel has no moral claim on Yhwh (“children I reared, brought up, and they – they rebelled against me!” [1:2]), but Yhwh accepts family obligations to Jacob-Israel, acting like a prodigal father reaching out to his son before he even takes a step towards home.
And it is as the holy one that Yhwh does this.  It is Israel’s holy one who is its restorer.  The holy one is the creator of Israel (43:15), its shaper (45:11), the one who chose you (49:7).  So the relationship between Yhwh and Israel is a historical one (and thus a covenantal one) as well as a familial one.  Yhwh brought Israel into being and chose Israel.  Israel thus became Yhwh’s people and Yhwh became Israel’s God.  Yhwh became Israel’s holy one, establishing a relationship that was henceforth both historical and familial.  
So Yhwh’s being the holy one is both solemn news (it can imply Yhwh acting against you) and encouraging news (it can imply Yhwh acting for you).  If you do wrong, you should expect Yhwh to act against you, though there is no formula here; the fact that Yhwh is committed to you may mean you find Yhwh acting in mercy.  Yhwh is the high and lofty one, the eternal and holy one, who dwells on high; Yhwh also dwells with the crushed and humbled in spirit (57:15-19), people have been crushed and humbled by Yhwh because of their waywardness.  Yhwh gets angry, confronts, withdraws, and hits, but Yhwh does not stay angry, but heals, comforts and brings well-being.  “The heavens are my throne and the earth is my footstool.”  Where could you build me a house? (66:1).  “But to this person I pay attention, to the weak and broken-spirited, to the person who trembles at my word” (66:2).  Yhwh dwells with them, reviving their hearts and spirits, even when they do not deserve it.  
The use of mišpāt and sĕdāqâ in the same context as talk of restoration and deliverance makes the same point.  The exercise of authority (mišpāt) was bad news in 5:16.  It is good news in 40:27; 42:1, 3, 4; 49:4; 51:4; it means Yhwh is taking decisive action on Israel’s behalf.  Yhwh’s doing the right thing (sĕdāqâ) was bad news in 5:16; it is good news in 45:8, 23, 24; 46:12, 13; 48:18; 51:6, 8; 54:17 (compare sedeq in 41:2, 10; 42:6, 21; 45:8, 13, 19; 51:1, 5, 7).  Doing the right thing has relational implications; sĕdāqâ does not merely imply acting in light of a principle of justice, but doing the right thing in light of relationships in one’s community.  That means there can be a tension for Yhwh as for parents or the elders in a community about whether one takes action against people who do wrong or whether one holds back in mercy.  Yhwh’s letting Jerusalem fall was an act of sĕdāqâ; Yhwh’s restoring Jerusalem is an act of sĕdāqâ.  Once again, there is no deserve on Israel’s part that makes this restoration an act of justice.  Justice would mean leaving Judeans in exile and the temple in ruins; sĕdāqâ means Yhwh’s coming back to Jerusalem and bringing exiled Judeans home there.
Yet Isaiah remains aware that there is something odd about Yhwh acting violently against Judah.  When 28:21-22 speaks of Yhwh arising in a way that stands in continuity with events in the great days of David, this actually involves Judah being the victim not the beneficiary of this act.  It is thus a “strange” deed, an act that is “foreign” to Yhwh.  It does not come naturally.  Yhwh is capable of summoning up the resources to undertake this alien deed, so people had better listen and not scoff at the prospect.  But it remains an alien deed.  Faithfulness, mercy, and protection are more natural to Yhwh than wrath and punishment.
In origin, then, holiness is a metaphysical rather than a moral term; it denotes Yhwh as the supernatural God.  But this particular majestic God is characterized by mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ, the exercise of authority in a way that reflects what is right, not least in light of relationships with the community.  Yhwh thus redefines the meaning of holiness.
4 Israel and Judah
Yhwh’s first actual words in Isaiah are that expostulation, “Children I reared, brought up, and they – they rebelled against me!”  Whereas a domestic animal acknowledges its owner, 
Israel does not acknowledge, 
my people does not pay attention. 
Hey, nation that comes short, 
a people heavy with waywardness, 
Offspring who act badly, 
children who act ruinously!  
They have abandoned Yhwh, 
spurned Israel’s holy one, 
become quite estranged. (1:2-4)
In Isaiah, Israel can thus be identified with Judah, which is a little paradoxical, because in the eighth century “Israel” is the name of Judah’s northern neighbour (cf. 7:1).  The context of 17:4-11 indicates that there “Jacob” also refers to the northern kingdom (so also, for instance, 9:8 [7]).  But Isaiah usually calls the northern kingdom “Ephraim” (e.g., 7:2-9, 17; 11:13; 28:1-4) and uses “Israel” more as a theological term than a political one.  It denotes “my people” (1:2).  For practical purposes, in Isaiah Judah therefore is Israel.  That establishes Judah’s status.  It is the embodiment of the people of Yhwh.
That could imply that Judah rather than Ephraim is the real Israel.  The same question arises in Isa 40 – 55, where addressing “Jacob-Israel” might imply that the addressees (the exiles? the people in Jerusalem? a faithful group within the wider community?) are the real Israel (as the other group is not).  But the context points in another direction.  Whoever are the addressees, they are people who have a hard time believing that they are Yhwh’s people, or that this designation means anything any longer.  The prophet’s point is not “they are not Jacob-Israel; it is you who are” but “you are not nothing; you are Jacob-Israel” or “you can’t get away with your waywardness; you are Jacob-Israel.”  “You as Israel are my servant, as Jacob you are the one I chose, as Abraham’s offspring you are my friend” (41:8).  So Israel need not share the fear of other peoples as Cyrus advances, even though it feels as feeble as a worm.  As Yhwh’s servant, Jacob-Israel then has a vocation to fulfil as the means of Yhwh’s governance becoming known to the world (42:1-4).  Its very existence is designed to show the world what Yhwh’s covenant means, and thus to bring light to nations (42:5-9).  
The trouble is, there is no way it can fulfil this vocation.  This servant is deaf and blind (42:18-25).  It is itself in prison and will not see why.  That does not mean Yhwh abandons it.  It is, after all, a people for whom Yhwh gave up an interest in Egypt or its acolytes, because it was valuable in Yhwh’s eyes, the object of Yhwh’s love; and that still holds (43:3-4).  Yhwh intends to bring the Israelites back from the four corners of the world (43:5-7).  Yhwh’s sacrifice of Egypt for Israel came to its climax at the Red Sea, and Yhwh intends to do something analogous now, something that makes it simultaneously possible both to remember the past and to forget it because the new event eclipses it for this generation (43:16-21).  Yhwh’s acts at creation and at the Red Sea are thus encouragements to believe and hope now (51:9-16).  Yhwh is acting now, as then, as Israel’s creator and restorer.  They are faint (40:29), but Yhwh’s servant knows how to aid the faint (50:4).  The people longing for Yhwh to act in faithfulness and deliver them need to look to Abraham and Sarah for evidence that Yhwh can do so, and to see that Yhwh’s concern for the nations is part of the significance of their deliverance (51:1-8).  Blind and deaf as the Israelites are, Yhwh still intends them to function as witnesses to what Yhwh has said and done.  Indeed, in a sense this puts them in an even better position so to witness.  So their restoration will be a means of nations coming to acknowledge Yhwh (49:7).  Jacob-Israel becomes a covenant for people precisely through Yhwh’s raising the land by bringing its former inhabitants home (49:8-13).  The Israelites are Yhwh’s servants.  They enjoy the everlasting commitment and covenant promised to David, and corporately they now play David’s role (54:17b – 55:5).  Their going home will be a sign to stand forever (55:12-13).  They will be called “the holy people, the ones restored by Yhwh” (62:11).

Not only so; Yhwh’s insistence on staying committed to them is something that will at last turn them from disbelief to trust, from rebellion to acknowledgment, from blindness to sight (43:8-13).  Yhwh is committed to turning Jacob, to stopping Israel withdrawing (49:5; contrast 6:10) and still plans that servant Israel should fulfil its calling.  Yhwh intends to raise Jacob’s clans, to turn Israel’s shoots (49:6): “clans” indicates reference to the whole people, and the language suggests a restoration that is both religious and material.  The exiles must leave Babylon and stay clear of anything taboo as they carry Yhwh’s vessels (52:11).  Their exodus will be one better than the exodus from Egypt; they will not have to hurry, because Yhwh goes before them and protects their rear (52:12).

Isaiah 63:7 – 64:11 then retells Israel’s story.   Yhwh made a commitment to this household at the beginning in the conviction that they would be faithful, got involved with them in their troubles, and delivered them.  “But they – they rebelled and hurt his holy spirit, and he changed into their enemy.”  So their more recent history has known nothing of the way Yhwh delivered them in Egypt and at the Red Sea and brought them into the land.  Abraham or Israel would hardly recognize them.  Yet on the basis of that earlier experience they can call on Yhwh to act this way again, to act as father and restorer.  But they know the instinct to rebel, so they also have to ask Yhwh to stop them straying.  (Isa 64:5-7 [4-6] may put even more strongly the conviction that it is Yhwh’s action or inaction that makes them sinners, but the passage is tricky.)
Israel’s waywardness lies in being unwilling to listen to Yhwh’s teaching and in telling prophets that they want to hear delusion, not truth (30:9-11).  They want their prophets to get out of the way, which also means getting out of the way, Yhwh’s way.  Their inclination to worship other deities appears in the book’s opening chapter and again near its close (65:1-12; 66:3-4). They want to hear no more of Israel’s holy one.  They call themselves by the name Israel but not in truth or faithfulness (48:1-8).  The exiles are tough people, who take a huge amount of turning.  This was why in the past Yhwh declared intentions before fulfilling them, so that they would not be able to attribute them to their images, and also why Yhwh also says new things in the context of the exile, so that they cannot say Yhwh only spoke in the past (48:1-8).   

As well as underscoring its status, designating them “Israel” underscores the seriousness of their waywardness.  The bard of 5:1-6 addresses the people of “Jerusalem” and “Judah” about the vineyard that will be ravaged for its fruitlessness, but then (turning prophet) goes on,

Because the household of Israel 

is the vineyard of Yhwh Armies

And the people of Judah 

are the plant he delighted in.

He expected the exercise of authority, but there – pouring [of blood], 

faithfulness, but there – crying out.  (5:7)

Judah is not any old people living a wayward life.  It is Israel, “Yhwh’s vineyard.”  The consequences of its failure have already been described.  It resembles a man who has been mugged, and yet it refuses to learn its lesson and in fact continues to come back for more (1:5-7).  The book also likes to describe Israel-Judah as (the household of) Jacob (e.g., 2:5, 6; 44:21, 23; 58:1), which reminds us that Jacob-Israel was an actual person, and there is occasionally a hint that the character of Jacob is reflected in the behaviour of his descendants, and of the same being true of Judah’s character (e.g., 48:1).

Yet Yhwh has a servant who is in a position to intercede with Yhwh on their behalf (53:1-12).  Yhwh wipes out their rebellions and declines to think about their failures.  But Yhwh does that “for my own sake” (43:25), because of who I am as one who carries people’s wrongdoing and because I want to safeguard my good name.  It is on this basis that the prophecy urges people to turn back to Yhwh (44:22).  

5 Jerusalem and Zion 

The opening “vision” in Isaiah concerns “Judah and Jerusalem,” and the entire book has Jerusalem-Zion as a central focus.  While the expression “holy city” does not yet have all the resonances it will later gain, it is significant that the phrase first comes in Isaiah (48:2; 52:1; the other Old Testament occurrences are Neh 11:1, 18 and Dan 9:24).  Further, in 51:16 Zion is uniquely described as “my people.”  In Isaiah, Jerusalem-Zion (like “servant”) is a tensive symbol, capable of having more than one referent.  It can denote a location, or a physical city, or the people who live in the city, or the corporate personality of the city (we talk in similar terms of London or New York).  I can also refer to that corporate personality as a metaphysical entity that in some sense exists independently of its population, and (in contrast) perhaps to the people of the city who are living elsewhere but who identify with it.  But whereas “Jerusalem” can be used as a down-to-earth geographical term, “Zion” is always a more dominantly religious or theological term for the place where Yhwh lives.  
Isaiah 1 again introduces major aspects of this theme.  Once more, it starts as bad news. After the desolating of Judah as a whole by Sennacherib, “Maiden Zion has survived like a shelter in a vineyard, like a hut in a melon field,” almost as devastated as Sodom and Gomorrah (1:8-9).  Yet this is nothing compared with the devastation that will come with the city’s fall in 587, which is unrecorded in the book but presupposed by Isa 40 – 55 and still a reality in Isa 56 – 66.
The bad news regarding the city’s experience has at its background the bad news regarding its life.  Its Sodom-like experience matches its Sodom-like life (1:10-23).  Jerusalem-Zion is significant because the temple is there, and the people have been faithful in their worship in that temple, bringing offerings, celebrating festivals, and praying fervently.  Isaiah does not accuse them of offering merely formal worship.  They meant every hallelujah and every urgent cry for deliverance; there was no mismatch between their inner feelings and the outward expression of their worship.  But there was a mismatch between the fervency of their worship and the life the city lived outside worship.  When their hands were raised in fervent praise, what Yhwh saw was the blood on these hands.  While few people would be directly guilty of murder, the capital city ran the affairs of Judah in a way that enabled it to live well by skilful manipulation of the systems of taxation, law, migration, and landholding, ignoring the rights of orphans and widows and depriving subsistence farmers of their means of livelihood, and abandoning any conviction that Yhwh was involved in political events in their day and any attentiveness to Yhwh’s teaching or word (cf. 5:8-25).  So “truthful town,” the place where “faithfulness used to stay,” has become immoral in its unfaithfulness to Yhwh and the place where murderers live (1:21).  
So notwithstanding the fervency of their praise and prayer, 

This people has approached me with its mouth, 

honoured me with its lips,

but kept its heart far from me. 

Their reverence for me has become 

a learned human command.  (29:13).

While their heart in the English sense, their emotions, may have been in their worship, there was a disjunction between their heart in the Old Testament sense, their mind or attitude or will, and God’s heart.  They were very familiar with the words of the worship material but that was as far as their reverence for Yhwh went.  The last part of the book similarly critiques the city’s people for having recourse to Yhwh for guidance and blessing, and for fasting in this connection, but accompanying their fasting by exploiting fellow-members of their own community, so that Yhwh pays no attention to their worship.  Better to share their food (and their homes and clothes) than forgo their food (58:1-7).
So how is Yhwh to handle the sin of Jerusalem?  Does Yhwh’s commitment to the city mean it can always be sure of pardon?  Or does Yhwh’s commitment to righteousness mean it is bound to be abandoned and destroyed?  
That opening chapter suggests an interim answer.  The country and the city have experienced terrible devastation, but the city has finally been preserved.  Yhwh acts in anger against Jerusalem to exact redress for wrongdoing (1:24), as Yhwh did to Sodom, but notwithstanding its failure to wash the blood off its hands (1:16), some leftovers survive; the parallel with Sodom breaks down.  The narrative in Isa 36 – 37 fills out this story, which shows Yhwh fulfilling a promise: “I will protect this city and deliver it for my sake and for the sake of David my servant” (37:35) – not because of the deserve of its present occupants.  Hezekiah himself fills out the argument that lies behind the basis for that promise (e.g., 37:15-20).
The prophecies in Isa 29 and 31 nuance this understanding.  In light of its wrongdoing, Yhwh declares the intention to camp against Jerusalem as David once had (29:1-4), notwithstanding the way it keeps the festivals year by year, or perhaps even because it keeps the festivals year by year (cf. 29:13).  The city looks doomed to fall to Yhwh as it once fell to David.  But then there is a great reversal, and Yhwh “attends” to Jerusalem in a positive way.  Suddenly the strangers attacking the city disappear like dust or chaff or like a bad dream (29:5-6).  To put it another way, Yhwh will descend on Mount Zion like a lion or vulture pouncing on its prey, but will turn out to shield and rescue it (31:4-5).  
These deliverances cannot and will not be the end of the story.  Jerusalem escaped because of Yhwh’s mercy not its deserve.  It had had regard to its defences and had looked to its water supply, “but you did not have regard to the one who did it, you did not look to the one who shaped it long before.”  Yhwh had summoned people to mourning (at their losses, at the waywardness that caused these, at the further danger this waywardness put them in), but instead they were rejoicing (at their escape, at Yhwh’s deliverance, at Yhwh’s presence with them) like people who did not acknowledge that another disaster might be on its way tomorrow (22:8-13).  “If this waywardness could be expiated for you before you die…,” Yhwh continues, with the terrible solemnity of an oath that leaves the consequences unstated.  The only thing that makes cleansing and reconciliation impossible is the denial that there is a problem and a consequent refusal to have it dealt with.  Therefore you have to turn back to Yhwh (31:6).  

Then the people of Jerusalem will not continue to weep because Yhwh will show great grace at the sound of their crying out (30:19-26; both “weep” and “show grace” are repeated).  And whenever they leave the path they will hear a voice behind saying, “this is the way, follow it,” and they will abandon their images.  The rains will fall, crops grow, cattle flourish, brooks flow, sun and moon shine preternaturally; and all on the day of slaughter when towers fall, the day when Yhwh bandages the people’s injuries.  The image of new growth already appeared in 4:2-6, leading into the further promise that the survivors of Yhwh’s devastation will be counted as holy.  Yhwh in person will have washed the bloodstains off Jerusalem.  The burning it has gone through will be a refining.  And henceforth the city will be protected.  It thus transpires that its chastisement is not merely punitive but also restorative (1:21-31).  Its silver has turned into slag (1:22) but the turning of Yhwh’s hand against it is designed to smelt away this slag.  More literally,
I will restore your authorities as at the first, 
your counsellors as at the beginning.

Afterwards you will be called 

faithful city, truthful town. 
Zion will be redeemed with the exercise of authority, 

those in her who turn with faithfulness.  (1:26-27)

The destruction of Jerusalem in 587 is unrecorded but presupposed in the book; it is the more radical answer to the question whether Yhwh will stay long-tempered forever.  But that catastrophe, too, cannot be the end of the story.  After fifty years of the city’s devastation and the exile of most of its people, Yhwh declares that the time of its chastisement is over; the time for its comfort has come.  Yhwh intends to return to the city, along with its people.  The people is withered like grass by Yhwh’s searing wind; but Yhwh’s word stands forever.  Thus there is good news to be proclaimed to Zion-Jerusalem (40:1-11).  But meanwhile, Zion says to itself, “Yhwh left me; my Lord forgot me” (49:14).  While the actual people of Jerusalem (whether in exile or in Judah) can be reckoned to have lamented thus, it is the corporate entity that exists as a person independently of the people who happen to live there at a particular moment that the prophet imagines lamenting.  Yhwh denies the charge of putting Zion out of mind and points to the way its exiles are gathering, like her bridal garments.  Instead of being short of inhabitants, she will be overwhelmed by them (49:15-26).  If Yhwh had divorced Zion and sold its children into servitude, then they cannot complain, because there was good reason (50:1).  But Yhwh’s continuing interest in Zion’s children (which contrasts with their unresponsiveness) suggests that divorce is not the right image for what happened to the relationship.  Yhwh is still committed to delivering them and has the power to put down the powers of oppression (50:1-3).  The city is in a hopeless situation as a result of being the victim of Yhwh’s wrath, but Yhwh is now transferring that wrath to its oppressors.  It has to believe that and act like it (51:17 – 52:6).  Its God has begun to reign and is returning (52:7-10).  It can shout for joy because it is about to spread right and left, its fear and shame abolished (54:1-16a).  Yhwh admits having abandoned it but did so only for a short time and is now re-establishing it, and promises not to abandon it again.  Yhwh’s commitment and covenant will now stand forever.  The situation parallels that after the flood, when Yhwh promised not to flood the earth again.  The city will become like a woman bejewelled.  Its people will now be Yhwh’s disciples and will all enjoy well-being and security.  
The picture is gloriously developed in Isa 60 – 62. The world is in darkness but Yhwh’s light has dawned on Zion, so that nations can walk by it.  Its children are coming from afar.  So is the wealth of the nations for Zion’s sake, to declare Yhwh’s praise and bring offerings.  So that benefits the city and it glorifies Yhwh.  These foreigners will build the city’s walls and the city will be splendidly appointed.  All nations and kings are to serve it.  This is “Zion of the Holy One of Israel.”  It will know Yhwh as its deliverer and restorer.  It will be characterized by well-being and faithfulness rather than violence and ruin.  Yhwh will be its light, night and day (60:1-22).  At the moment it is characterized by weakness, woundedness, captivity, grief, but then, foreigners will look after its people’s flocks and crops while they function as Yhwh’s priests and servants; heir great shame will be replaced by great wealth and Yhwh will make a permanent covenant commitment to them (61:1-7).  It will be a beautiful crown in Yhwh’s hand, no longer forsaken and desolate but delighted in and espoused by Yhwh (62:3-5).  Once again Yhwh commissions the clearing of a way for people to come back and for Yhwh to come as deliverer (62:10-11).
How could the future of the city be envisioned in any more glorious terms?  By picturing it as the creation of a new heavens and new earth (65:17-25).  The context makes clear that the prophet is not referring to a literal new cosmos but to a whole new world for this city.  “The sound of weeping and the sound of a cry will not make itself heard there again,” in contrast to 5:7.  People will thus live out their lives instead of having them cut off.  They will build houses and live in them, plant vineyards and enjoy their fruit, rather than having them destroyed by enemies.  Thus “they will not toil to no purpose, they will not bear children to terror.”  They will have a relationship of living, instant communication with Yhwh, one in which the new creation vision of 11:6-9 will be realized.  A whole new world, indeed.
Isaiah 12 lays out songs for “the population of Zion” to sing “in that day,” the day of Yhwh’s restoration.  Zion is called to give thanks to Yhwh for its deliverance in such a way that all the nations hear.  Isaiah 26:1-6 provides another song to sing about Judah’s strong city.  In the prophet’s vision, the city lacks literal walls, but “deliverance is what he makes walls and rampart”: who then needs walls? (cf. Zech 2:1-5 [5-9]).  The city does have gates, but they are there in the vision in order to be opened for “the faithful nation, the one that guards truthfulness.  [Its] intention held firm you guard it in peace, in peace because it is trustful in you” (26:3).  “Yhwh founded Zion; in it the weak of his people can take refuge” (14:32).

The moon will know shame, the sun will know disgrace, 

when Yhwh Armies has begun to reign

On Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 

and before his elders will be splendour.  (24:21-23)
6 The Remains
Thus a further way in which Yhwh can resolve the tension between the demands of faithfulness and the demands of righteousness is to bring calamity on the people (recognizing the latter demand) but to keep it in being in a reduced form so that it can blossom again (recognizing the former demand).  The idea of a remnant emerges from that.  

“The remnant” has become a technical theological term, but it does not start off as that.  In English the remains of something are just the leftovers, and that is the connotation of šĕ’ār, yeter, and related words.  They look at events from the perspective of the entity as a whole and of how things were before, and emphasize the scope of the disaster.  But the terms śārîd, pālît, and related words indicate that something has “survived” or “escaped” the disaster, and hint that all might not be lost. 
After a forest fire its “remains” may be so few that a boy can record them; and that provides an image for the total destruction of Assyria (10:19).  With a little exaggeration, Judah can see its own destruction by Sennacherib coming not much short of that, or of the destruction of Sodom, as Yhwh allowed only a few survivors (1:8-9; cf. 37:4).  Talk in terms of remains is thus a way of saying that destruction was more or less total.  The leftovers are merely the evidence that there was once something here.  Ephraim will be like an emaciated body, or like a field that has been harvested so that there are only gleanings left, or like an olive tree that has been thoroughly beaten so that only a handful of olives “remain” on out-of-reach branches (17:4-6).  In the vision of world devastation, “few people remain” and the city remains only as a ruin; the vision repeats the image of the thoroughly-beaten olive tree (24:6, 11-12).  All that will be left of you is something like a flagstaff on a mountaintop or a banner on a hill (30:17).  “I remained all alone,” says abandoned Zion (49:21). 
Yet more-or-less is not total.  It is not the same as “nothing will be left over” (39:6).  If something escapes, there is the potential for a future.  It can at least open up the possibility of  deliverance, or of restoration and renewed growth.  In Judah, if there are people who have escaped, then they can be recipients of majesty and glory; if there are remains, if there are leftovers, they can be called “holy” (4:2-3).  Yhwh in person can become for these remains a beautiful crown, a glorious diadem (28:5).  The remains, the people who escaped, can again take root downward and fruit upward (37:31-32).  In the exile, there are only the remains of the household of Israel, but they are the people Yhwh addresses and promises to carry (46:3).  If there are remains of Yhwh’s people in Assyria, Egypt, Babylonia, and across the Mediterranean, then Yhwh can reach out to take hold of them, assemble them, make a way home for them (11:11-16).  
Thus the preservation of leftovers is an act of mercy.  The remains are not people who deserved to survive, any more than Saul of Tarsus deserved to have the Lord appear to him.  They are simply the fortunate beneficiaries of Yhwh’s giving scope for mercy to the people as a whole.  It is not the case that people survive because they turn to Yhwh.  Rather they must turn to Yhwh because they have survived.  The surviving remnant must become the faithful remnant.  They must now lean on Yhwh in truth, instead of stupidly leaning on the superpower, and turn to Yhwh (10:20-21).  
When Isaiah makes this point, it often does so without using actual “remnant” language.  The exiles in Babylon are people who survived the calamity; they are a remnant.  Thus 50:10 asks, “Who among you reveres Yhwh, listens to his servant’s voice?  One who has walked in deep darkness and had no brightness must trust in Yhwh’s name and lean on his God.”  The words constitute a challenge to the remnant community to become the faithful remnant.  The effect might be to constitute a remnant within the remnant.  And in 65:13-16 this remnant within the remnant becomes “my servants.”  They are the people who “tremble” at Yhwh’s word (66:5).
“The remains” is thus a usefully ambiguous expression.  The first great ambiguity attaches to 6:9-13.  Yhwh declares that cities are to lie ruined without inhabitant and houses without anyone in them, so that the land is quite deserted.  How does the passage go on?  NRSV continues the soberness, “even if a tenth part remain in it, it will be burned again, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains standing when it is felled.  ‘The holy seed is its stump.’”  In contrast, NJPS has “but while a tenth part yet remains in it, it shall repent.  It shall be ravaged like the terebinth and the oak, of which stumps are left even when they are felled: its stump shall be a holy seed.”  Is this whole closing verse a continuation of the message about disaster?  Or does just the last phrase add a note of hope and promise?  Or is the whole closing verse a challenge to “what remains” to respond and become the “faithful remnant”?
Similar questions are again raised by the account of Isaiah’s meeting with Ahaz which follows.  He takes with him his son, “Remains-will-turn” (7:3).  Does this name constitute a promise that only remains of Assyria will return home?  Or a warning that only remains of Judah will survive?  Or a promise that remains of Judah will survive?  Or a challenge that the remains of Judah must turn to Yhwh?
Then, after describing how more or less nothing will “remain” of Assyria, Isaiah declares:

On that day, the remains of Israel, the people who have escaped of Jacob’s household, will not again any more lean on the one that hit it, but will lean on Yhwh, Israel’s holy one, in truth.  The remains will turn, the remains of Jacob, to God the warrior.  Although your people, Israel, may be like the sand of the sea, remains will turn for it.  An end is decreed, overflowing with faithfulness.  Because a decreed end – the Lord Yhwh Armies is effecting it in the midst of the entire land.  (10:20-23)

Such talk here of the remains of Israel carries solemn connotations after that preceding reference to the pathetic remains of Assyria.  Isaiah has made it clear often enough that virtually total destruction has come and/or will come on Judah.  But that initial impression is then put in question by the declaration that these “remains,” which are also “people who have escaped” (the parallel phrase puts it more positively), will now “lean” on Yhwh rather than on Assyria.  In the context of Isaiah, hardly anything more impressive could be said, because who you lean on or rely on or trust in is a key indicator of who you are and how you relate to God (for this particular verb, cf. 30:10; 31:1; 50:10; each time it stands in parallelism with Isaiah’s more characteristic bātah, “trust”).  Thus it indeed indicates that the remains “turn” to Yhwh.  The surviving remnant has become the faithful remnant.  Yet the next sentence returns to the negative connotations of “remains” and “turn,” or at least reintroduces the ambiguity of the expressions (NJPS reads even v. 21 negatively, “only a remnant shall return”).  On one side the prophecy returns to the earlier talk of devastating destruction.  Yet on the other it speaks of this devastation overflowing with sĕdāqâ.  Does that denote Yhwh’s faithfulness to the divine nature in its tough aspect, so that the devastation is overwhelming with “retribution” (NJPS)?  Or might sĕdāqâ keep its more usual positive connotation, so that the overwhelming is accompanied or moderated by sĕdāqâ (cf. 1:27)?
Some of this ambiguity may reflect diachronic, textual, or redactional factors.  Perhaps it was more obvious at the time what Isaiah’s son’s name implied.  Perhaps 6:9-13 has suffered textually.  Perhaps this and 10:20-23 has been through a process of development as time has passed and situations have changed.  We will never know the answers to those questions, but such hypotheses themselves presuppose that there are theological issues here.  Remnant thinking seeks to handle a theological issue.  The ambiguity of the eventual form of the text, like the ambiguity of Isaiah’s son’s name, places questions before the people.  They have to decide how to read the ambiguity and how to respond to it.
7 The Nations

The principle of a remnant applies also to the nations.  Convulsions in the Middle East can mean there being virtually nothing left of other peoples, as of Israel (14:22, 30; 15:9; 16:14; 17:3; 21:17).  Yet the people among the nations who have “escaped” (escaped Cyrus? escaped Babylon?) are urged to “gather and come, come forward all at once”; they need to let events make them recognize the emptiness of their gods, and they now have opportunity to do that in recognizing Yhwh (45:20-25).  And in due course those escapees will themselves go to proclaim Yhwh’s honor among the nations (66:19).
Such invitations are set in context by the opening promise expressed in the first message about the nations in 2:1-4, which is in context also the final promise regarding Jerusalem-Zion in Isa 1, reaching far beyond the promises of restoration in 1:24-28 but building on them.  Metaphorically speaking, the mountain where Yhwh’s house stands is to be turned into the highest mountain in the world, and its exaltation will draw all the nations,
So that he may teach us his ways 
and we may walk in his paths.

Because from Zion teaching will issue, 
Yhwh’s word from Jerusalem.
He will exercise authority between the nations, 
decide for many peoples.

They will beat their swords into ploughshares 
and their spears into pruning hooks.

Nation will not raise sword against nation 
and they will not train for war any more.
Isaiah 1 – 12 closes with a linked declaration that the whole world is to know of Yhwh’s deeds in restoring Zion (12:3-6).  That theme is developed in Isa 40 – 55.  Confronted by the arrival of Cyrus, the nations are put into a state of panic (41:1-7).  But the object of Yhwh’s action is that people in general may see and acknowledge that Yhwh has done it (41:20).  They are destined to learn about the way Yhwh exercises authority in the world (42:1-4), to have their eyes opened, their imprisonment ended (42:5-9).  They are therefore summoned to give praise to Yhwh (42:10-12).

Nations will bring their wealth to Jerusalem in connection with recognizing that God, the only God, is in the city, the God who is capable of hiding and has been doing so, but is also capable of turning from hiding to deliverance and has now been doing so (45:14-15).  The prophet imagines them testifying to the way image-makers are shamed by what has happened, while Israel finds deliverance and will never be shamed, because Yhwh will never let Israel down (45:16-17).  It is at this point that Yhwh invites or urges the “survivors of the nations,” the people who have escaped Babylon’s power and/or Cyrus’s campaigns, to come near, and invites or urges earth’s extremities to turn to Yhwh and find deliverance.  Every knee is to bend to Yhwh, acknowledging that faithfulness and might lie in Yhwh (45:20-25).

All this brings good news to the exiles.  Nations and their kings will bring the exiles home, looking after them like nurses and bowing right down as a sign of the subservience that reverses the way things have been (49:22-23).  Their captors will end up losing their lives and thus losing their captives (49:24-26).  But the fact that “Yhwh has bared his holy arm in the eyes of the nations” and “all earth’s extremities have seen our God’s deliverance” (52:10) is good news for the nations themselves, too.  They are in darkness but Yhwh’s light has dawned on Zion, so they can walk by it.  They bring their wealth there, to declare Yhwh’s praise and bring offerings.  These foreigners will build the city’s walls and serve the city (60:1-22.).  Indeed, the survivors of the nations go to declare Yhwh’s  name among other far off nations.  They will bring exiles back as an offering to Yhwh, and some of them will be priests (66:18-26).  “New moon after new moon, sabbath after sabbath, all flesh will come to bow down before me” (66:23).  So this good news relates not merely to people’s outward circumstances but to their relationship with Yhwh.  The many were appalled at Yhwh’s servant, but he will sprinkle them, and at him kings will shut their mouths (52:13-15).  “By his acknowledgment my servant shows himself faithful to the many, and he carries their waywardnesses.  Therefore I will allocate him many….  He was the one who carried the shortcoming of many, makes intercession for the rebels” (53:11-12).

Keeping sabbath now becomes the key marker of keeping the covenant, of attaching oneself and ministering to Yhwh, of loving Yhwh and being Yhwh’s servants.  It thus qualifies foreigners to bring their offerings and prayers in Yhwh’s house; for Yhwh who gathers the dispersed of Israel intends to gather yet more in addition to the people already gathered (56:1-8).  Foreigners and exiles have the same status; they are all people whom Yhwh is “gathering.”  Foreigners need not feel that just because of their ethnicity they are the victims of the separation or distinction (hibdîl) that Yhwh expects of the holy over against the ordinary or the clean over against the taboo.  The fact that eunuchs cannot contribute to Israel’s future growth as a people does not disbar them; for foreigners, the prophet declares, Yhwh’s house is called a prayer house for all peoples.  

The poems about particular nations (Isa 13 – 23) come at their destiny from a different angle.  These individual nations are ones that are in different ways impact Judah.  The collection is framed by ones referring to the great powers that oppress Judah; later Yhwh similarly turns to Edom to make it into a kind of sacrifice (34:5-7), an act of redress in respect of Zion’s cause (34:8).  Within Isa 13 – 23, the nations are also peoples by which Judah might be impressed, powers that seemed unassailable but are not, peoples that share Judah’s subordination to Assyria or with which Judah might ally against Assyria.  The prophecies thus warn Judah, “Don’t even think about it, and thus for the most part the prophecies warn Judah of the fate that hangs over these peoples; there is nothing to trust there.  Yet the chapters include notes of hope for them.  Perhaps even Philistia can prove that the weak find refuge in Zion (14:26-32).  The point is more explicit regarding Moab (16:1-5).  It is most spectacular regarding Egypt (Egypt, of all people!) (19:16-25), where there will be cities swearing allegiance to Yhwh, an altar to Yhwh in the land, Yhwh answering people’s prayers and healing people, a highway to Assyria enabling both peoples to serve Yhwh as “my people” and “my handiwork” alongside Israel as “my possession.”  Even that old whore Tyre after being put in her place will be able to resume her trade and devote its profits to Yhwh (23:17-18).
After Isa 13 – 23 almost entirely focuses on individual nations, Isa 24 – 27 almost entirely lacks such concrete references.  In the prophet’s vision, “Yhwh is wasting the earth, devastating it” (24:1).  In another context hā’āres could denote “the land” of Canaan and “the city” (24:12) could be Jerusalem, but here these have become figures for every land and any city; “the earth” stands in parallelism with “the world” (tēbēl; 24:4) and “the city” indicates how things will be “in the midst of the peoples” (24:13).  Yhwh is angry at all the nations and has given them over to slaughter; at the same time the heavenly army will wither and rot (34:1-4).  People who know God is coming to bring redress to their enemies and thus deliver them can abandon their fear and start standing tall again (35:3-4).

The earth’s devastation has come because it “has become profaned under its inhabitants, because they have transgressed teachings, overstepped laws, broken the ancient covenant” (24:5).  Such language applies easily to Israel, but it has been extended to the world as a whole, which is assumed to be the recipient of Yhwh’s covenant, to know what Yhwh expects of it, and thus to be guilty for ignoring it (cf. Amos 1:3 – 2:3; also Gen 9:1-17).  The parallel with Israel extends to the notion that such action turns the earth from something that was holy to something that is defiled.  The argument is summarized later: “The earth has broken, broken up, the earth has split, split apart, the earth has slipped, slipped down, the earth staggers, staggers about like a drunk, sways like a shelter.  Its rebellion will be heavy upon it; it will fall and not rise again” (24:19-20).
In response to the vision in 24:1-13, or to its implementation, “those people raise their voice, they resound at Yhwh’s majesty, they have cried out from the west” (24:14).  The wayward give appropriate acknowledgment to the rightness of Yhwh’s intention or Yhwh’s action.  Devastating the city means Yhwh has proved to be a refuge to the poor and needy in their distress when terrifying foreigners overwhelmed them, and that these strong and terrifying nations must honour Yhwh rather than insisting on their independence (25:1-5).
There is a double contrast between that “city” and “this mountain” (25:6-10a).  “This mountain” may be Mount Zion, mentioned not long ago (24:23; cf. 2:2-5; 4:2-5; 27:13), though the portrait of what will happen here may better fit the mountain land of Canaan (11:9; 57:13; 65:25).  On this mountain Yhwh Armies will arrange the ultimate festival banquet, “for all peoples.”  On this mountain Yhwh will bring death to an end, for “all peoples… all nations,” and thus wipe the tears from “all faces”; there will be no more war, no more death, no more mourning.  And “from over all the earth” Yhwh will take away Israel’s disgrace.  Whether the mountain is Canaan in general or Zion in particular, Yhwh does not abandon the particularity that characterizes the scriptures as a whole.  Yhwh’s plan was to reach the world by relating to Israel in particular; Israel’s resistance to Yhwh brought it chastisement and shame; but it is still through Israel that Yhwh fulfils that purpose, and its shame is removed.  Israel has been the very embodiment of “the poor and needy” (25:4) but its shame has been removed as the strong and terrifying nations have been put down, so that it are no longer a weak, pathetic, humiliated little people but the host of this great festival.  Moab provides a concrete (and vivid!) illustration of Yhwh’s devastating the fortified city: in the prophet’s vision, “he has humbled its majesty,” and “the high fortification of its walls he has laid low and humbled, brought them to the ground, right to the dirt” (25:11-12).  Thus Judah will have a song to sing about Jerusalem, whose deliverance and peace issue from and contrast with that laying low and humbling of the lofty town, which the weak and power can therefore trample (26:1-6).
Is all this destruction necessary?  “As your decisions come about for the earth, the inhabitants of the world learn faithfulness.  If grace is shown to the faithless person, he does not learn faithfulness; in the land of uprightness they do wickedness and do not revere the majesty of Yhwh” (26:9-10).  They cannot see Yhwh’s hand lifted up and taking action in passion for Israel and consuming Yhwh’s enemies.  Perhaps they will not look, or perhaps it is not lifted up.  Either way they need to see it in order to be put to shame (26:11).
What Yhwh has done before provides a basis for the conviction that this will come about and for a plea to establish well-being for Israel (26:12-15).  Israel has been subject to masters other than Yhwh but Yhwh dealt with them and they are now dead and gone, while Yhwh increased Israel, and gained honour in the process.  Yet the present still contrasts with that, and Israel needs Yhwh to treat it in a different way from the dead-and-gone ghosts of the nations that will never come to life or get up.  “May your dead come to life” and “get up”; indeed, the prophet urges them to wake up and resound as Yhwh makes life-giving dew fall on the land of the ghosts (26:19).
The destiny of the nations in relation to Yhwh is thus not so different from Israel’s destiny.  Like Israel, they are expected to live in light of their knowledge of God’s expectations of them in terms of their attitude to God and to one another.  Like Israel they are liable to God’s “attending” to them because of the shortcomings in their attitudes.  Like Israel, they are liable to be cut down so that little remains.  Like Israel, it is then open to these remains to turn to Yhwh, and ultimately the nations are indeed destined to turn to the God who lives on Zion and to find their mutual relationships healed there.
8 The Empires and Their Kings
The first three great Middle Eastern empires, Assyria, Babylon, and Medo-Persia, have a prominent place in Isaiah.  In addition, when Isaiah talks about “the nations,” this can be a reference to the empire of the day.  Thus Yhwh summons “the nations” to chastise Israel (5:26), and refers to Assyria; the following cola refer to “them” as “it”.  “All the nations” are warring on Zion (29:7-8).  Yhwh acts against “the nations” in such a way that Assyria is shattered (30:28, 31: the details in v. 28 are unclear).  When Yhwh plans to break Assyria, this involves an arm being poised “over all the nations” (14:26).  Yhwh similarly sets up a signal for “the nations” to bring Israelite exiles home (11:12; cf. 49:22).  Threatening Babylon, there can be heard “the uproar of kingdoms, nations assembling” (13:4).  From this use of “the nations” to refer to the empire, we might infer such a reference in other passages where there is no direct indication in the context.  After the destruction of the great foreign city, “a strong people will honour you, a town of oppressive nations will revere you” (25:3).  “The nations count like a drop from a pan….  All the nations are as nothing over against him; they count as naught, emptiness to him” (40:15).  “All the nations must gather at once, peoples must assemble.  Who among them could announce this?” (43:9).  Yhwh took Cyrus’s hand “to put down nations before him and strip the loins of kings” (45:1).  People among the nations who have “escaped” are urged to come and recognize Yhwh (45:20-25).  If Yhwh were to tear apart the sky and come down, “nations will tremble at your presence” (64:2 [1]). 
Explicitly, Yhwh is involved in the expansionism that turns Assyria into a great empire, drafting its army to fulfil its own instincts in a way that works with Yhwh’s intention to devastate Judah (5:26-30).  Of course Assyria does not know it acts as Yhwh’s agent.  It is involved in its expansionism for its own reasons.  So “when the Lord has brought to an end all his work against Mount Zion and Jerusalem, ‘I will attend to the vast fruit of the king of Assyria’s thinking and to the exalted glory of his eyes’” (10:12).  EVV refer to pride, but as usual this slants and/or narrows down Isaiah’s words in a rather vague, moralistic direction.  Yhwh’s point is that the king had had vast ambitions, had achieved them, and had thus gained unparalleled respect and esteem in his world, and in his own assessment.  He was indeed pride of what he had achieved by his power and insight, moving peoples’ borders, plundering their treasuries, and exiling their populations (and he had grounds for that), but he had thus come to see himself as more important than the one whose unwitting agent he was.  And that is why Yhwh will put him in his place (10:13-19; cf. 10:24-27, 33-34; 14:24-27; 30:29-33; 31:8-9).  He did not see his achievement in the context of Yhwh’s purpose but only as his own achievement, scoffing at the idea that Yhwh could deliver Jerusalem (36:18-20) in a way that amounted to ridicule (hārap; 37:4, 10, 17) as he stirred himself up against Yhwh (rāgaz hit; 37:22-29).  
The centre of the poems about the nations (17:12-14) applies to “many peoples, that roar like the seas’ roaring,” language applied to Assyria in 8:7.  Yhwh shouts them down and they flee.  In evening they inspired terror; by morning they have gone, just like Assyria in 36:1 – 37:37.  Assyria becomes a figure for any such threat (Babylon, Persia, Greece, Rome, Turkey, Britain, the USA…); within the scriptures, such powers also become such figures.  

It will be through Babylon that Yhwh brings about Assyria’s final downfall, and also Judah’s fall.  But then Yhwh will attend to Babylon (13:1).  In this connection Yhwh speaks of having summoned sanctified warriors from kingdoms and nations to destroy the whole earth for its waywardness in an event that will bring darkness over the whole earth, putting down the humanly impressive.  “I will put an end to the majesty of the aggressive and the majestic position of the oppressors” and decimate the world’s peoples (13:2-16).  There is no reference to a specific empire there; it is the context that indicates that Babylon’s downfall will be a concretion of this event.  Thus the relationship between historical and ultimate is the converse of that in 17:12-14.  There the particular gives a way of thinking about the ultimate; here the movement is the reverse.  It is against the background of the generic declaration that 13:17-22 speaks more concretely about the Medes as the people who will shatter Babylon in its splendour and majesty and turn it into something resembling Sodom and Gomorrah.  In this context, there is a particular reason for doing that: “Because Yhwh will have compassion on Jacob and again choose Israel and settle them on their soil.  And strangers will join them, attach themselves to Jacob’s household.  Peoples will take them and bring them to their place, and the household of Israel will possess them on Yhwh’s soil as servants and handmaids.  They will become captors of their captors and will rule over their oppressors” (14:1-2).  The destiny of empires relates in negative and in positive ways to Yhwh’s involvement with Israel.  
When Yhwh gives them relief from the pain and turmoil of their oppression under Babylon, they will be in a position to declaim a poem over its king.  One expects such a funeral address to take the form of a eulogy, but this one takes the form of mockery, at a king who is still very much alive at the moment (14:4-11).  It rejoices in the fact that Yhwh has broken the club or staff (the words used of Assyrian in 10:5) that struck peoples.  They thus now cheer in relief; down in Sheol other dead kings prepare to greet this new arrival who will join them in their fall from majesty to insignificance.  A parallel dys-logy then compares the Babylonian king to Venus, the morning star, that rises as if seeking to ascend to glory each morning but is then outshone by the sun as it rises, and disappears.  In place of the splendour of a world emperor, the king will have an ignominious death without proper burial and thus without a proper resting-place (14:12-21).  
The fate of the king is mirrored in the fate of the city itself (14:22-23).  Babylon falls like a woman falling from her position of authority in the household.  It had shown no compassion and had assumed that it would always be in its position of power, thinking it had all the information resources it needed to cope with any threats or crises, but it turns out to be wrong (47:1-15).
So one empire gives way to another and one great king gives way to another.  Cyrus no more acknowledges Yhwh than Sennacherib or Nebuchadnezzar had done, yet this no more stops Yhwh giving him victories than was the case with Assyrian and Babylonian kings; indeed, this action is designed (among other things) to lead to such acknowledgment, by Cyrus and by the world from east to west (45:3-6).
9 Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility 

The account of Yhwh’s relationship with Assyria presupposes an approach to the interweaving of divine sovereignty and human responsibility.  Yhwh summons the Assyrian army (5:26).  The club or staff it wields is the means of Yhwh’s anger finding expression (10:4).  Yet Assyria is subject to critique for its action.  It is not concerned merely to be Yhwh’s means of acting against godless Ephraim but to devastate a whole series of nations (10:7-8).  It treats Jerusalem and Samaria as just two more nations like these others, their worship of Yhwh just like the worship of other Middle Eastern cities (10:9-11).  It rejoices in the impressiveness and splendour of its achievements, in its power and proficiency, as if it were more than a tool in the hand of a craftworker (10:12-15).  Therefore it will have to be put down the same way as Ephraim and Judah (10:16-19).  While the empire is a means of Yhwh’s acting, it is responsible to act in a moral way, to recognize the specialness of Yhwh, and not to become too impressed with itself.
Divine sovereignty and human responsibility interweave in different ways in the relationship between Yhwh and Judah, where there is direct communication between the two parties.  Yet Isaiah supports warnings to Judah with strong expressions such as “because Yhwh’s mouth has spoken,” a way of saying “so what I just said really will happen.”  There is no (longer) place for human responsibility here.  “The Lord send a word on Jacob, it fell on Israel” (9:8 [7]), and it meant devastation.  Yhwh’s word is performative and not merely informative.  The same point is made by the past tense verbs that Isaiah often uses to describe events that have not yet happened (e.g., 2:9; 3:1; 5:13-16; 9:2-7 [1-6]).   Yhwh’s sovereignty is underscored in another way by the commission to Isaiah and by Isaiah’s analysis of the people’s position:
Go and say to this people,

“Keep listening, but do not pay attention, 
keep looking, but do not acknowledge.”

Stiffen the people’s attitude, 
block its ears, seal its eyes
Lest it look with its eyes and listen with its ears 

and its mind pays attention 

and it turns and finds healing for itself.  (6:9-10)
Yhwh has poured over you 
the spirit of a coma.
He has shut your eyes, prophets, 
covered your heads, seers.

The vision of everything has become to you 
like the words of a sealed book.  (29:10-11)
It is quite understandable that Yhwh should act thus as part of punishing Israel for its intransigence; Jesus’ application of 6:9-10 (Mark 4:10-12) fits this understanding.  Yet taking such words literally introduces an air of unreality into the prophet’s ministry.  Sharing such words with the people looks more like part of an attempt to gain a response than an explanation to them of why they do not respond, though for readers of the book it provides a framework for reflecting on the failure of the prophet’s ministry.  The words constitute one further attempt to shake people to their senses.  Similar implications underlie that frightening declaration in 22:14, “If this waywardness could be expiated for you before you die….”  Perhaps such a horrific warning can shake people out of their stupor.  Again, the prophet subsequently declares, “I have heard annihilation decreed from the Lord Yhwh Armies upon the whole land” (28:22).  Yet the context urges people not to scoff at the warning, which suggests that this decree is not final.  While Yhwh’s speech is thus not only informative but performative, it is capable of being performative in more than one way.  It has the intention and may have the effect of making people turn to Yhwh, in which case it has done its work and does not need to be implemented in its literal sense.  
Divine sovereignty is thus a more subtle affair than at first seems.  A dialectical relationship obtains between divine decision-making and human decision-making.  While nothing happens outside of Yhwh’s control and outside parameters Yhwh lays down, and some things happen because Yhwh makes explicit decisions, many things happen in part because human beings respond to Yhwh in the way that they do.  Jerusalem has to wash the blood from its hands in the sense that it has to change its way of life so that its hands do not become covered in blood (1:15-20), even though Yhwh also promises to wash the stains from Jerusalem (4:4).
Yhwh’s promises of restoration from exile also put the emphasis on divine sovereignty.  It is simply Yhwh’s will to bring this about; it bears no relationship to the people’s deserve.   Yet it presupposes that people will respond to Yhwh’s word and/or to Yhwh’s action; there is, after all, “no well-being for the faithless” (48:22).  This fact is underscored in Isa 56 – 66, where that warning recurs (57:21).  Implicitly, this principle provides some explanation of why the restoration has fallen much short of its promises.  When people share their food, their homes, and their clothes, and keep the sabbath, that is when they will find light and healing, the manifestation of Yhwh’s faithfulness and splendour, Yhwh’s response to their call and Yhwh’s guiding, the rebuilding of the city and the full possession of the land (58:6-14).  The fact that Yhwh’s arm is not raised in action to deliver does not mean it is incapable of doing so or that Yhwh’s ears are deaf, or only that those ears are deliberately deaf.  Whereas nothing separates foreigners from Yhwh, the people’s own waywardness, deception, and bloodshed does that for them, making Yhwh’s face turn away.  And that is why Yhwh’s mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ is far away from them (59:1-15a).  Yhwh is displeased that no one is acting to deliver the people (like Cyrus in an earlier context?), and so determines to act in person, as had happened at the Red Sea, imposing requital on far off lands; thus Yhwh “will come to Zion as restorer, to people who turn from rebellion in Jacob” (59:16b-20; cf. 63:1-6).  That last colon gives a new twist to the entire promise.  Yhwh is committed to mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ; they have to be so committed, too, if they are to be the beneficiaries of such action.  
It would be a mistake to make Yhwh’s act of restoration conditional on people’s turning to Yhwh.  But it does require such turning as a response, otherwise the whole project fails (cf. the argument of Rom 6:1-14).
10 Divine Planning and Human Planning
Talk in terms of divine and human planning constitutes another way of discussing the divine and human role in history.  Isaiah does not speak of Yhwh having a plan for the whole of world history of the whole of Israel’s story or the whole life of individuals, but it does speak of Yhwh having plans about what to do at particular moments or in particular connections and of a plan for events that goes way back.  Yhwh’s plans serve a purpose that goes back to Abraham.  While he appears only four or six times in Isaiah (29:22; 41:8; 51:2; 63:16; he is present but unnamed in 41:2-3, 25), this is more than the rest of the Prophets put together.  Yhwh’s acts of restoration issue from that purpose.  Yhwh who is with the last was also the first.  

And in particular and changing contexts, Yhwh plans as a farmer does.  There is a time for ploughing and a time for sowing, and different tools for different tasks.  The farmer knows this, and his insight comes from Yhwh.  It follows that Yhwh operates with the same insight, sometimes ploughing, sometimes sowing.  “He has made his planning wonderful, made his insight great” (28:23-29).

For instance, 
Yhwh Armies has sworn, saying:

If it has not happened 

as I designed…

As I have planned, 

that will take place: 

Breaking Assyria in my land, 

trampling on him on my mountains….

This is the plan that is planned 

for all the earth….

Because Yhwh Armies has planned; 

who could frustrate? (14:24-27)

Isaiah speaks of a royal prince carrying a name that declares, “the-Mighty-God-is-a-wonderful-planner” (9:6 [5]).  Like “Yhwh-is-deliverance” or “Remains-will-turn” or “God-is-with-us,” this name makes the political affirmation Isaiah presses on the rulers of his day.  Yhwh is the one who makes plans and implements them; the politicians need to take account of that.  Yhwh’s devastating “the city” is an instance.  The prophet responds to the vision of this, reflecting that name from 9:6 [5], “you have done a wonder, plans from long before, truth, truthfulness” (25:1-2). 
Now Isaiah recognizes that it is the responsibility of politicians to make plans.  Yhwh’s threat to take away planners along with prophets, elders, and other leaders (3:3), presupposes that they are in principles legitimate means whereby the community is directed.  The same assumption is implied in the promise that Yhwh will in due course restore good planners to Jerusalem (1:26) and that the shoot from Jesse’s stump will have a spirit of planning (11:2).
The trouble is that human planning usually proceeds on the basis of what can be humanly discerned and managed.  Syria and Ephraim make such a plan to lean on Judah to join them in rebelling against Assyria (7:5).  When we bring God into the picture, plans like those of Syria and Ephraim can be scorned (8:10).  All Babylon’s planning may get it nowhere (47:13).

The story of Sennacherib’s invasion (36:1 – 37:38) discusses these issues with some irony.  Sennacherib asks about the basis for the Judeans’ trust that they will be able to resist the Assyrians by means of their planning.  Are they trusting in Egypt, or in Yhwh?  Egypt will let them down, and Yhwh is the one who has sent Sennacherib, and will not save them – indeed, he implies, cannot.  But with that slur, Sennacherib digs his grave. 

In the context of Sennacherib’s invasion, Isaiah urges the nation to take it easy and relax, but this simple advice seems ridiculous (28:11-13).  They are convinced that they have to take responsibility for the city’s safety, but their action is actually calculated to have the opposite effect.  They have made an alliance with neighbours such as Egypt against Assyria and they think they have thereby come to an arrangement with the forces of death.  They have made Egypt their refuge and shelter.  But that is an act of blasphemy.  Yhwh is supposed to be their refuge, their shelter.  There is a place of security in Zion, but it does not lie in bulwarks of stone that the defenders erect.  The key to their destiny lies in trust in Yhwh, not in physical defences.  And they will find that their alternative refuge or shelter is totally deceptive.  The forces of death are actually going to overwhelm them.  A few horses and chariots to ride into battle may look a safer bet than trusting Yhwh, but this more plausible policy will not actually work (28:14-20; 30:15-17).  “He too is insightful, but he has brought disaster, and not revoked his word,” and “the Egyptians are human beings, not God; their horses are flesh, not spirit.  When Yhwh stretches out his arm, the helper will stumble and the one helped will fall; all of them will come to an end together” (31:2-3).

But the natural temptation of politicians is to scorn alternative alleged plans, such as those that involve God (5:19).  Judah’s rebellion lies in making plans that do not come from Yhwh, and thus piling wrong on wrong (30:1-7).  Specifically, they send envoys to Egypt without asking Yhwh’s opinion.  That is sensible in its way, because Yhwh would say “No,” because they are seeking protection, shelter, refuge, help there: and again those are words that properly apply solely to Yhwh.  It will issue only in shame and disgrace. 

So two planners and two sets of plans confront each other, and Yhwh is doing wonders for Judah, but they are unpleasant wonders through which “the insight of the insightful will perish, the discernment of the discerning will hide itself” (29:14).  They are people “who go deeper than Yhwh to hide their plan, and whose deed happens in the dark, and who say ‘Who sees us?  Who recognizes us?’” as if they were clay that could operate independently of its potter (29:15-16).

After the exile trust and submission to Yhwh’s planning remains a key consideration, though Isa 40:27-31 now makes Yhwh’s being the creator the key to trust and to finding new strength.  When they are told that Yhwh intends to use Cyrus as the means of restoring Jerusalem, the prophet imagines people responding, “You can’t do that!” and retorts by asking them to reconsider who is the potter and who is the clay here (45:9-13).  They have to give up looking at things their own way.  “Your plans are not my plans and my ways are not your ways,” Yhwh reminds them (EVV “thoughts” for mahăšābôt is too imprecise); indeed there is as great a gap between their ways and plans and Yhwh’s as there is between the sky and the earth (55:8-11).  
But the day will come when people will treat the holy one as holy and be in awe of Israel’s God, which will go along with or be the fruit of people who err in spirit recognizing true discernment (29:22-24).

11 David

So Isaiah assumes that Judah needs leadership.  Thus a horrific aspect of its ruining is Yhwh’s removing its leadership and replacing it by people who are incompetent in the sense that they cannot safeguard moral and social order (3:1-12).  Yet the reason for this action is that the leadership is itself oppressive (3:13-15; cf. 9:14-17 [13-16]).  A city needs lookouts to guard it and a flock needs shepherds, but this people’s lookouts/shepherds are too drunk to see anything (56:9-12).  

The prophecy about Shebna and Eliakim, Hezekiah’s most senior ministers (22:15-25; cf. 36:3) is particularly far-reaching.  It critiques Shebna for commissioning an impressive memorial, in which actually he will never be buried, and declares that Eliakim will replace him in his position.  But he will give way, too, along with the political affairs that depend on him.  Whenever a leader is replaced, huge hopes are pinned on his successor; and regularly they are disappointed.  Every British and U.S. election illustrates the point.
“Listen, household of David,” Isaiah says to Ahaz when the king resists the prophet’s attempt to manipulate him into policies that will presuppose trust in Yhwh (7:13; cf. v. 2).  There are promises attaching to David’s household that its present representative is supposed to live by.  But Ahaz does not want to be driven into taking that risk.  Hezekiah models a different stance.  By implication he does so in the reforms the Rabshakeh refers to (36:7), he does it in his attitude to Isaiah (37:2-4), in his recourse to Yhwh for the nation (37:1, 14-20) and for himself, in refusing to accept Yhwh’s word as final (38:1-22).

To judge from 32:1-8, there is another problem about the people’s leadership.  Yhwh there promises a day when a king will reign and leaders will lead in way that involves the faithful exercise of authority.  That will mean their being protectors for people who need protection.  They will be people with insight and a capacity to listen (to God, to the cry of the needy?), thoughtful and articulate in the way they speak (of God?), living by principle.  The implication is that not much of that is true of Judah’s leadership at the time this promise was given.
That promise is not associated with Yhwh’s commitment to David.  Neither is there any indication that the baby referred to in 7:14 is to be born to the royal family, or if it is, that this is a child who will eventually sit on the throne.  The emphasis of the passage lies elsewhere, on the child’s significance as a sign that Yhwh can be trusted.  In contrast, the vision in 9:2-7 [1-6]) is associated with David.  It speaks in the past tense as if the birth of a child to reign on David’s throne has already happened, and one might associate it with the birth of Hezekiah.  But the passage as a whole cannot be read as referring to events that have already happened, and we have noted that sometimes prophets use the past tense as a sign that something that is chronologically still future is real, because God has determined it.  Whoever the child is, his birth promises that the darkness of defeat and destruction that has afflicted the land will come to an end, and that permanent peace and the faithful exercise of authority in the land will becomes realities.  The child’s name is “A Wonderful Counsellor is the Mighty God; the Everlasting Father is a Prince of Peace.”  This is not a description of the child himself, any more than is the case with other names such as “Yhwh-is-deliverance” or “Remains-will-turn” or “God-is-with-us.”  It is a statement of what his reign will prove as Yhwh delivers and blesses the people.
The further David passage in 11:1-10 explicitly relates to a future figure and is thus the nearest thing to a messianic prophecy in Isaiah.  It presupposes that the Davidic tree has been felled.  Yet a felled tree can sometimes produce new shoots and grow again, and Isaiah promises that this will happen to the Davidic tree.  And this David will manifest the best qualities of a king such as Hezekiah and of the kingly ideal expressed in Ps 72, ruling with wisdom, reverence for Yhwh, and a decisiveness that protects the weak and poor and sees that the faithless get put down.  In the context, the subsequent picture of harmony in the animal world is another promise of the way people who are by nature inclined to feed off others live in harmony with them.  Futher, “on that day Jesse’s root that is standing as a standard to peoples – nations will recourse to him, and his abode will be glorious” (11:10).

The Davidic idea appears in a quite a different form in 44:24 – 45:7.  It porrtays Yhwh working through Persia in ways analogous to the ones that applied to Assyria, but it makes the point in more scandalous ways.  Cyrus is “my shepherd” and “my anointed.”  It had indeed been David whom Yhwh anointed to shepherd Israel (e.g., 1 Sam 16; 2 Sam 5:2; 7:7), and when there are no Davidic kings on Israel’s throne, Isa 11:1-10 encourages Israel to look forward to a day when they would shepherd Israel again.  Here Yhwh declares that the pagan king is the one anointed to do this shepherding.  David had commissioned the building of Jerusalem and of the temple; now Cyrus will do so.  Yhwh had led David to great victories over foreign nations; now Yhwh will so lead Cyrus.  Even more scandalously, Cyrus is the one Yhwh loves or espouses, and has summoned (48:14-15); the scriptures so not speak of Yhwh loving David.  
Further passages also deconstruct the Davidic idea.  The picture of the servant in 52:13 – 53:12 has Davidic resonances, including exalted majesty and a spectacular anointing, though in general the picture contrasts with the kingly ideal of someone handsome like David, for whom all the girls would fall (1 Sam 16:12; 18:6).  No one falls for this servant.  Here Yhwh’s purpose is achieved through someone who is nothing like David.  Then Yhwh promises that Israel as a whole is to have a David-like role in the world (54:17b – 55:5).  Whereas David had been the means of manifesting Yhwh’s power in the world, now Israel will be the means of drawing the world to acknowledge Yhwh, in accordance with the promise to Abraham.  In keeping with this, Isa 56 – 66 develops this emphasis on Israel’s drawing power and ignores David; the point is underscored by a prophet’s testimony to anointing (61:1).
Isaiah thus constitutes a microcosm of the complex scriptural attitude to monarchy and to messianism.  The Old Testament both accepts and rejects the notion of kingship.  It both works with and sidesteps the notion of a Messiah.  And Jesus both accepts the idea that he is the Messiah and warns that it is misleading.
12 Yhwh’s Day
In Isaiah, as in the First Testament in general, the broader notion of the End or of Yhwh’s day is thus much more prominent than the gift of a new David.    

Much of Isaiah focuses on extraordinary things Yhwh is planning to do in the lives of the prophecies’ hearers, and it can speak of this as the coming of Yhwh’s day.  “Yhwh Armies has a day against everything majestic and lofty,” trees and mountains, towers and walls and ships.  “Human majesty will bow, mortal loftiness fall down, and Yhwh alone will stand high, on that day” (2:12-17).  The prophet thus threatens the Judah of his time with great calamity.  “On that day” Yhwh will whistle for troublemakers from Egypt and Assyria and the land will be devastated (7:18-25).

In keeping with such warnings, other prophecies declare that “in a little while” Yhwh’s wrath will have exhausted itself and will be turned on Assyria (10:24-26) and “in a little while” renewal will come for Judah (29:17).  “On that day” nature will be transformed, the deaf will hear, the blind see, and the weak and needy will increase their joy in Yhwh, because the people who terrify them, scoff at them, and manipulate the legal system against them will be gone (29:18-21).  When Yhwh delivers Jerusalem, “on that day” people will reject the images they have made (31:7).  “On that day the leftovers of Israel, the people who escaped in the household of Jacob, will not again lean on the one who struck them, but will truly lean on Yhwh, Israel’s holy one” (10:20).  In some of these passages, “on that day” functions chiefly to make a link with what precedes; the time it refers to is thus implicitly rather than explicitly imminent.  Further, such passages are often reckoned to come from a later time, though this makes little difference to the theological issue they raise, as they are still promising that such events will take place “soon.”  
Other victims of Yhwh’s army than Israel are similarly bidden to “howl, because Yhwh’s day is near; it will come like destruction from the Destroyer” (13:6).  It “has come/is coming, fierce, with wrath and angry burning, to turn the earth into a desolation and destroy its sinners from it.  Because the stars in the heavens and their constellations will not shine their light, the sun will be dark at its rising, the moon will not diffuse its light.  I will attend upon the world its evil, and upon rebels their waywardness.  I will bring to an end the majesty of the arrogant, the majesticness of the terrifying I will put down” (13: 9-11).  “Its [Babylon’s] time is near coming, its days will not drag on” (13:22). 
Isaiah 40 – 55 does not use “Yhwh’s day” language, unless “day of deliverance” (49:8) riffs on that expression; Isa 56 – 66 similarly does so with the correlative expression “day of redress” in 61:2; 63:4.  But it does emphasize that Yhwh’s sĕdāqâ, Yhwh’s act of faithfulness, is near (51:5).  
The ultimate day of Yhwh did not arrive within the temporal framework of Isaiah, otherwise we would not be having this discussion.  What theological understandings of this fact might emerge from Isaiah?
One is indicated by the transition from Isa 1 – 55 to Isa 56 – 66.  These last chapters begin by urging the community to see to the implementing of mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ, “because my deliverance is near to coming, my sĕdāqâ [is near] to revealing itself” (56:1-2).  As is often the case, it would be an over-simplification to make Yhwh’s action conditional on the human action.  Yhwh links human sĕdāqâ and divine sĕdāqâ, not by making the former a precondition of the latter, but by making the latter a stimulus to the former.  Yet there is indeed a relationship between these two, and where there is no human sĕdāqâ, people cannot expect to see divine sĕdāqâ.  There follows an indictment in 57:3-21 with the climax in 57:20-21, which indicates that Judeans (people who had not gone into exile) are still attached to traditional religion.  Yet further divine commitments follow the indictment (57:19), and Yhwh again commissions the raising of a road for or to the people.  Yhwh is the high and lofty one, the eternal and holy one, who revives the spirit of the people who are down and broken (which does not necessarily mean contrite (57:15).  
There are certainly passages implying that Yhwh’s action can be delayed by human (in)action.  Judah has insisted on solving its own problems and finding its own resources and will therefore find that they fail, and further that 
Therefore Yhwh will wait to show grace to you; 

therefore he will arise to show compassion to you.  

Because Yhwh is a God who acts with authority: 

the good fortune of all who wait for him!  (30:18)

Another possible theological understanding is indicated by Yhwh’s implicit reserving the right to take a broader set of factors into account in deciding when to act, which is part of Yhwh’s point to Job in explaining (or declining to explain) why his life is not working out in the way he might reasonably have expected.  “I, Yhwh, will speed it at its time” (60:22).  It has a time of its own within Yhwh’s purpose.
Another understanding is suggested by the non-specific language of some “Yhwh’s day” passages, such as 13:2-16.  While this chapter begins by identifying this as a pronouncement about Babylon and goes on to identify Yhwh’s army as the Medes, the actual Yhwh’s day passage lacks specific reference and reads like something more universal, of which the putting down of Babylon by the Medes is one embodiment.  So “Yhwh’s day” is the day when Yhwh’s ultimate purpose is fulfilled and Israel and the world make a transition to a new age and a different kind of life and experience in which Yhwh’s purpose for the world is implemented rather than frustrated.  But that purpose also finds periodic fulfilment within this age as Yhwh acts to implement that purpose in some measure in an event such as the fall of Samaria or the fall of Jerusalem or the fall of Babylon or the restoration of Judah after the exile.  When prophets speak of that day as imminent, often they do not distinguish between ultimate fulfilment and interim fulfilment; it is only the event itself and its aftermath that will indicate which it is.
Beyond that, as there are many passages where reference to “that day” points away from a time that is imminent and more explicitly suggest the ultimate.  (I avoid the terms “eschatological” and “apocalyptic,” which sound like technical terms but are of unfocused meaning.)  Ameliorating warnings about terrible catastrophe, “on that day Yhwh’s branch will be the glory and the splendour, the land’s fruit will be the majesty and the beauty, of the people who escaped in Israel” (4:2).  To put it another way, “on that day” there will be a delightful vine to sing about (27:2-6), one that contrasts point by point with the one in 5:1-7, one that Yhwh keeps watch over and waters and never gets angry with and fights for rather than against, one that flourishes and fills the world with its fruit.  The other side of the felling of the Davidic tree and the arising of a new shoot from it (and therefore not in the immediate future, from the perspective of Isaiah ben Amoz), “on that day Jesse’s root that is standing as a standard to peoples – nations will recourse to him, and his abode will be glorious” (11:10).  The other side of the exile that has not happened in the time of Isaiah ben Amoz, there will be a second exodus: “on that day my Lord will again a second time with his hand acquire the remains of his people that remain,” from the different parts of the Middle Eastern and Mediterranean world (11:11).  And “on that day you will say, ‘I will confess Yhwh: “You were angry with me; your anger turns, and you have comforted me.”’…  On that day you will say, ‘Confess Yhwh, call out in his name, cause his deeds to be acknowledged among the peoples, proclaim that his name stands high’” (12:1, 4).

Other similar visions of transformation do not incorporate the time expression.  Pasturage and farmland will be transformed and the faithful exercise of authority will characterize them, issuing in peace and in the quiet, trusting confidence, and rest that Isaiah has urged, when the city is laid low (32:15-20).  Pasturage and desert will blossom gloriously, dry land become wetland, and people will see Yhwh’s glory there; blind will see, deaf will hear, disabled will run, mute will shout; exiles will have a dedicated, safe road to get back to Zion with joy (35:1-10).  There is thus a contrast between these visions and ones that follow in Isa 40 – 55 that use similar imagery but relate the vision to a particular “day.”

Further, Yhwh’s ultimate day affects more than merely earthly peoples.
On that day 

Yhwh will attend 

To the army on high, in the heights, 

and to the kings of the ground, on the ground.  

They will be gathered, a gathering, 

captives in a cistern.  

They will be imprisoned in a prison, 

and after many days they will be attended to.  

The moon will know shame, the sun will know disgrace, 

when Yhwh Armies has begun to reign

On Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 

and before his elders will be splendour.  (24:21-23)

On that day Yhwh will attend, 
with his tough sword, great and powerful
To Leviathan the gliding snake, 
to Leviathan the twisting snake;

He will slay the dragon that is in the sea.  (27:1)
Such talk of “that day” commonly implies a time that looks suspiciously far away rather than round the corner.  The people of God therefore “wait” and “long,” they “yearn in the night” and then get up early for the morning worship time to pray (šāhar) that Yhwh will implement all that these visions portray (26:8-9).
***

The book called Isaiah is extraordinarily wide-ranging in the contexts to which it relates and the complex issues it handles.  It knows that nothing is simple, and a significant aspect of its richness is thus that it encourages readers to think through the complexity of key theological questions in a way that will do justice to them and inspire a theology that can be lived with.

� The exegetical basis for positions assumed here may be found in John Goldingay, “The Compound Name in Isaiah 9.5 [6],” CBQ 61 (1999): 239-44; “‘If Your Sins Are Like Scarlet...’ (Isaiah 1:18),” Studia Theologica 35 (1981): 137–44; Isaiah (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson/Carlisle: Paternoster, 2001); Isaiah i l; ii 1,” VT 48 (1998): 326–32; The Message of Isaiah 40 – 55 (London/New York: Clark, 2005); and in John Goldingay and David Payne, Isaiah 40 – 55 (ICC; London/New York: Clark, 2006).  





